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APPENDIX A  
 
DVD: Excerpts Referred to in Thesis 
 
 
This DVD contains clips of footage from Twig Dances and the activities of 
the TWIG Project in China which have been directly analyzed in the thesis. 
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APPENDIX B 
 
DVD: Improvisation Performance Practices 2005  
 
 
This DVD includes video documentation of three improvisation 
performances I gave in 2005.  This includes Rhubarb Jam improvisation 
ensemble, discussed in chapter three; my solo Here, There, Everywhere, 
discussed in chapter two; and Passing Through, also discussed in chapter 
two.   
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APPENDIX C 
 
TWIG Project: Journey to China 2006 
 
 
This section documents the TWIG Project in its trek to and from China, 
charting the May-November 2006 journey through writings and 
photographs. 
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TWIG Project Journey to China 2006 
 
 
 
 
Richard and Malaika Sarco-Thomas 
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Background 
 
 
twig1 n 
a small branch or shoot, especially one from a tree or shrub 
twig2 vti 
U.K. to understand or realize something (informal) 
 
 
In September 2005, Richard Thomas and Malaika Sarco accepted 
an invitation by Zhang Wei of Vitamin Creative Space gallery to 
bring “an ecological art project” to the Pearl River Delta in 
Guangdong, China.  Determined to avoid air travel in keeping with 
the ethos of the project, the two of us decided to travel over land 
from Dartington village in Devon, England to RuYang village which 
borders on Nanling National Forest Park.  From May to November of 
2006 we did this, calling our project “TWIG: Together We Integrate 
Growth.” 
 
Richard brought his skills as designer, gardener, outdoorsman and 
social worker to TWIG, while Malaika brought her experience in 
dance improvisation performance and teaching.  Together we 
planted trees, visited schools, gave dance performances and 
created a project to ask the questions, “How can art-making be a 
practice of ecology?  How can we open our perception to the natural 
world through practices of observation and response? How can we 
integrate growth together through experience?” Told through 
photographs and blog entries (Available at: 
http://www.travelblog.org/Bloggers/TWIG-project--Together-We-
Integrate-Growth/), this is the story of that journey, the TWIG Project 
in China.  
 
Passing through fifteen countries over the course of six months, 
TWIG investigated ecological art-making through this action 
research project.  This book documents our journey from its 
beginnings in Brussels, Belgium at the Performing Arts Research 
and Training Studios (PARTS) and the first Twig Dance performed 
there; to Dartington where we formed the main ideas of the trip; to 
Poland where we began to improvise our way into giving 
presentations and workshops with schoolchildren; and on to the 
industry-laden Pearl River Delta in South China.  There, TWIG grew 
into a two month series of workshops and art-making projects 
created with and for the children who live next to Nanling National 
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Forest Park.  From China we journeyed back home to England via 
Tibet, Nepal, India and Africa, seeking overland travel and the 
opportunity to bring TWIG workshops to schools along our way.  
 
Today, TWIG: Together We Integrate Growth continues as an 
initiative to explore how art practices can bring humans to 
experience the world as an integrated living thing, and to expand our 
facility for acting as part of that matrix.   
 
 
 
In Praise of Compost, Brussels   March 31, 2006 
 
Climbable tree in garden of PARTS 
 
Everybody  
needs somebody  
else  
to love.  
 
Shout it out.  
Shout it out above from heaven.  
XVI 
Shout it out, shout it out above from heaven.  
Needs somebody to love... needs somebody to love... needs 
somebody to love.  
 
 
Today, at PARTS in Brussels, a dance outside the box. Beginning in 
a trash can, moving through piano tunes of crazy love played by 
Julien, dancing with a Coca-Cola can and the Bush administration's 
darling Lay's potato chips, and my own multinational clothing... 
"made in Bangladesh, Egypt, Mexico, Turkey, 
Bangladesh,...Bangladesh..." into a naked, multicellular What If: 
"What if my body's cells leap into becoming empty space?" there is 
finally a score for becoming myself:  
 
Luce Irigaray writes, "Keep on going, without getting out of breath. 
Your body is not the same today as yesterday, your body 
remembers. There's no need for you to remember. No need to hold 
fast to yesterday, to store it up as capital in your head. Your 
memory? Your body expresses yesterday in what it wants today. If 
you think: yesterday I was, tomorrow I shall be, you are thinking: I 
have died a little. Be what you are becoming, without clinging to 
what you might have been, what you might yet be. Never settle." 
And so I dance.  
 
The dance begins in the studio, dancing with the garbage generated 
by inhabitants of the PARTS building. It migrates triumphantly out of 
doors, where a fool's jig for the crowd leads the audience over 
grass, and takes me up a tall tree. I am climbing to the very topmost, 
fragile branches. A 360-degree view of factories, car sales, train 
tracks, homes, dance studios, a nuclear power plant, and a silent 
public gathered below, looking up. I climb down with my heart 
towards the trunk, feet placed carefully in Y-shaped nooks. I hang 
from the bottommost branch and jump down to a squat, looking 
straight at one of the many hickory seedlings sprouting up all 
around. I dance a hickory seedling dance, then a grass dance, and 
then a moss dance. I step willingly into a recognizable body and 
walk to where Rich has upturned a circle of earth, and a tree waits to 
be planted.  
 
Benjamin Vandewalle tells me that he visited a 2,500 year-old Horse 
Chestnut tree in Italy. Ours is just a twig: only 18 centimeters tall, but 
one day this 
Horse Chestnut tree will ask to be climbed. It has showered on and 
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off today I place the twig in the rain-soft ground. I sprinkle Aquilegia 
seeds into open palms and the people spread them over the soil, 
sowing ground cover for the new tree.  
 
This is all Friday evening, 7:30pm. Saturday, Rich plants a sign next 
to the tree. Painted in white on a slate Devon roofing tile are the 
words: "Someday this tree will ask to be climbed."  
 
The first twig planted 
One day this tree will ask to be climbed 
 
But first, late Friday night, another entry: Benjamin and Albert call 
Rich and me out into the rain for an emergency announcement: A 
Peace Apple tree is here, and being planted at PARTS in our honor! 
An ode to TWIG has brought Benjamin and Albert into the rain with 
shovels and a slender sapling, to root next to the herb garden, near 
the Horse Chestnut, in line with the Hickory tree. One day this tree 
will ask to be munched from.   
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 Ben, Albert and the "peace apple" 
tree  
And further reports: TWIG's first tree climbing progeny achieved his 
second climb up the giant beech tree outside Rosas. Albert 
Quesada followed Rich up in a stunning marriage of mind and 
desire. Protected by the Belgian government 
 
 
A Branch of Brussels 
The view over Rosas from the top of the giant beech tree in front 
 
as a national treasure and guarded fiercely by Stephen de Belder, 
this gorgeous tree has a crow's nest in the very top. Rich and Albert 
went up from a bottom branch that was arcing down toward the 
ground. They grabbed the slender tip and pulled themselves, arm-
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over-arm up toward the base of the branch, having to scoot in 
toward the trunk like balancing inchworms. See their glowing faces 
at the top in the pictures below.  
 
For a TWIG action, it was a step toward accessing the formerly 
impossible. A year ago I watched as Albert RAN UP the SIDE of the 
beech tree (sheer willpower, and after 15 or so attempts) to grab the 
lowest branch and then pulled himself up in a superhuman burst of 
power. This year Albert's climb proved a new possible impossibility: 
in and up from the side, and to the very tippy top.  
 
 
Albert and crow’s nest 
 
Richard and Albert up the beech tree 
 
 
Dartington   May 10, 2006 
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Greetings, all! Ten days until liftoff, planned for May 20, and we've 
created a rough map of our intended destinations: Warsaw to 
Moscow to Beijing to Guangzhou. 
 
Meanwhile we are making art in Devon, having created a “Living 
Sofa” out of turf grass and dandelions, and installed a Living Room 
for Birds, during a tree climbing performance by Richard. Malaika 
danced solo with houseplants during her performance of Living 
Plants, all in collaboration with visiting Chinese artist Liu Ding, who 
curated a gallery exhibit called "Noah's Living Room" at Dartington.  
 
Our Living Sofa is catching sunshine and rain daily outside the 
gallery at Dartington, as well as attracting a number of interested 
visitors. Daisies, bittercress, sorrel and moss are doing well... the 
birdhouse is just the right size for a family of tits, but may not be 
occupied until next spring's breeding season.  
 
 
Noah’s Living Room   May 3, 2006 
 
What do the sounds of melting ice, growing grass and buzzing flies 
have in common? They're all the internal workings of "Noah's Living 
Room," the collaborative artist-in-residence gallery exhibition co-
curated by Xiaoqian and Liu Ding, Chinese artists at Dartington 
College of Arts.  
 
Huge plastic flies (made from water bottles) flying by hitching lifts on 
a ceiling fan, a tiny grass hillside festooned with fairy-sized red living 
room furniture is piled in one corner, and the violets blooming on it 
are still vibrant. A living turf carpet is greening up the center of the 
room. A huge cylinder of ice is suspended by chains from the ceiling 
and is, drip by drip, displacing a field of sand smoothly laid out below 
it. A bookshelf-full collection of Chinese dynasty histories are slowly 
turning red as a pool of red ink seeps up their pages. And a Living 
Sofa, made from turf and sprinkled with edible flowers, plants and 
moss is inviting many humans onto its plush lap. 
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Rowan, Rich, Coral and Malaika on the grass sofa 
 
I am placing myself next to a ficus tree and inviting its way of moving 
into my form, giving myself over to the spiraling, woody, waxy-leafed 
experience of being a potted tree. Some people milling about pay 
close attention to me, others stand right next to me and ignore. Next 
I find myself collaborating with a cactus, blooming demure displays 
of white flowerlets amidst a sunburst-explosive village of spiking 
heads.  
The dance that comes up here is pokey, devilish, sweet and 
surprising.  
 
Richard is heading off down the hill with a sack on his shoulder. An 
eager audience of gallery-goers and a film crew trips along behind 
him as he keeps his single-pointed focus and climbs to the top of an 
ash tree outside the Barn at Dartington. No nonsense in this 
performance (I called upon my oratory skills just to convince him to 
call it a performance), he lashes his homemade birdhouse to the 
tree with some garden twine. This is the alternative to nailing it into 
the tree—  which would be an ouch for the tree mama!  
 
Not this breeding season, but next, there will be a living room for 
birds, established by the makers of Noah's Living Room, in the spirit 
of an ark that extends to more species than just humans.  
 
Noah's Living Room was exhibited May 5, 2006, and the pieces 
above were, in order of description, Living Sofa, Living Plants, and 
Living Room for Birds. This marks TWIG's first gallery exhibition.  
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China or Bust   May 26, 2006 
 
I am cuddling a cup of tea and listening to eighties pop music (bless 
him, ol' Rod Stewart) behind the front desk of our fleabag hotel in 
Gdansk, Poland. Last night we slept in Tczew, (which in Polish is 
pronounced 'tuh-chev', rather than 'to kazoo' as it looks) and now 
we're go-go dancers in Gdansk. What a wide week it's been.  
 
Rich is snoring sound asleep upstairs in one of the beds in what is 
the last available hotel room in this entire town, we believe after a 
period of research deemed entirely too thorough from the point of 
view of Richard's three-blistered feet. (I give thanks to PARTS for 
my dancer's hooves that protect me.) We came to this part of town 
on foot after getting a lift here late last night with a businessman 
driving from South Hampton to north Poland to see his family, 
something he gets to do once a month, but usually by plane. We 
kept him awake and he introduced us to Polish food at his favorite 
roadside diner serving Soup of Chicken Stomachs as their number 
one specialty.  
 
Five days ago we tripped up the lane from South Brent toward the 
east, leaving our lovely hostess and her dignified guard dog behind 
us in the rain.  
.  China or bust 
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After a four-mile hike along the A38 we scored a lift to Exeter, then 
another to Reading, then to Dover, and then across the Channel 
into... Germany. A Plymouth-born army officer drove us through the 
night from Dover to Hanover, Deutschland, and deposited us in the 
woods at 8 a.m. by the highway.  
 
Long waits by the highway 
 
The people giving us lifts have all been excellent—  we've been 
really lucky. And it's the English folk who seem quickest to pick up 
wet hitchhikers. A Brummy lad gave us a lift from Hanover; an 
Irishman offered us his guest suite for a night in Hamelerwald (we 
politely declined in favor of moving along but promised him a 
postcard from China). And our token German, Tino the tower-tamer 
(his job is climbing electrical towers to make repairs), brought us 
from Hamelerwald to a lake in eastern Germany and shared 
knockwurst with us for lunch.  
 
Oh, and we almost got eaten by a bear:  
 
In Hamelerwald, Germany,  
we camped in the woods,  
and were eating tinned fish late at night.  
When out in the forest  
we heard barking uproarious  
coming closer, and Oh! such a fright!  
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The headlines that day  
had all had their say  
about the Austrian trespassing bear  
That crept into Germany  
snuffling and snorting  
searching for campers to scare.  
And so we did leap  
and gather our food  
and hide the tinned fish up a tree.  
That night we did sleep,  
with our knives close at hand,  
and frightened Richard snuggled up next to me.  
 
-M. Sarco, bear-tamer and woman of the wild German woods  
 
Dancing daily in public places with trees and generating various 
responses from  
passersby or standers-watchers. Dogs are especially excitable by 
the more lively and celebratory tree dancing. And we have 
planted/transplanted 16 saplings to date.  
    
The first tree planted Haiku 
Raining South Brent splash... 
The golf club is wet, empty. 
A growing twig: Ash!  
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 Dancing with a potted tree in the flower 
market at Hanover 
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Oaks in Hand 
New oaks picked in former West Germany, planted in former East 
Germany 
 
Another Take on the Bear Story   Germany, Hamburg, May 24, 
2006 
...by Richard  
 
Bear barks in the night, pigs trumpet, deer mew.  
Malaika in a fright -me brave and strong- she phew.  
Food in a tree after a scramble and a poo,  
Too tired to stay awake and worry or woo.  
So the bag bugs bite and burrow, Ew. 
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When you've got your Opinel... 
then you've got a hope in hell 
 
Dancing to Gdansk  May 27, 2006 
 
…And now we are at the Baltic Seacoast! Squinting our eyes to the 
north we almost can pretend to see Sweden, and to the south we 
can smell lots of pierogis (Polish dumplings) steaming across the 
green, green countryside. The woods here are pristine and inviting. 
It was a bit of a misinformed move that led us up this far to look for a 
campground which is actually not open this time of year... and into 
the last available room in Gdansk: at the Sanitarium. The kind girl 
behind the desk took pity on us and saw that we must fit in here... 
it's normally for people recovering from illnesses but tonight they're 
empty in preparation for a busload of 100 coming in with various 
ailments... a broken arm, leg, hip replacement surgery perhaps. So 
in we limped to join the party.  
 
Malaika & Rich  
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Malaika: sanitorium inmate  
 
“Would You Like Some Tea?”  May 28, 2006. 
 
One moment Rich and I were standing in the train station at Ilawa in 
central Poland feeling lost, and only hours later we were sitting down 
to a three course dinner cooked by a polish Grandma, full of garden-
grown ingredients: potatoes with chives, dill and cucumber salad, 
and homegrown cherry juice to name just a few.  
 
We are currently being lovingly hosted by the family of Ursula, 
Carolina, and Natalia, with Grandmother and Grandfather Wienska, 
the unparalleled chef and gardener respectively. We are in a village 
just west of Ilawa, halfway between the Baltic coast and Warsaw, 
where Ursula and Carolina invited us to come and pitch our tent, 
when Ursula overheard Rich asking in the train station for directions 
to a camping site. The train station attendant was being outright 
rude, ignoring Richard in order to look to Ursula, next in line. But 
Ursula turned into the crowd and quickly fetched her daughter 
Carolina, who happens to be an English major at university. Through 
the translation they understood our search for woods to camp in. 
They insisted we come with them because “the woods here are 
dangerous!” 
and they brought us on the train with them to their countryside 
home.  
 
Here near the village Rudzienice are lakes, woods, yellow-blooming 
rapeseed fields expanding for miles, and beautifully tended 
vegetable gardens everywhere we look.  
 
After giving us tea and fruit cake, Ursula and Carolina took us on a 
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walk to show us these things. Along the way we stopped by the 
home of Carolina’s aunt, who tends a cherry tree orchard, and her 
husband, a veterinary professor. Again we were hosted with poppy 
seed cakes, chocolate cream cake and more tea.  
 
Richard and Paulinka, the little sweetheart (age five) and cousin of 
the family made fast friends last night upon our arrival. He showed 
her our collection of crystals, tokens, nuts and stones we carry with 
us to protect us on our journey: we have aventurine (to inspire 
adventures), dendritic agate (to keep us safe while traveling), 
seaside stones from a Devon beach, citrine, a stone from Richard’s 
mum and the Komati river in Swaziland, quartz, and a kola nut from 
Liberia. She immediately fell in love with the glowing golden citrine 
shaped like a drop from the sun itself—  a stone which never has to 
be recharged, according to Richard: citrine has an unlimited source 
of energy—  and Richard made a gift of it to her. She was beaming 
with delight and buzzed around happily for the remainder of the 
evening as if to demonstrate her intrinsic compatibility with the 
sunstone.  
 
 
 
Divining Stones 
The morning before we found our Polish family, Richard asked the 
Devon Divining stones for a sign. They said: Forget about the big 
picture. 
 
 
Today is Sunday, and we awoke to a breakfast of scrambled eggs 
with bacon and chives, fresh bread and yes, tea. We attended mass 
in the village church, (a solemn affair with prompt responses to the 
choreography between standing, sitting and kneeling with a cross 
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traced over the heart) went for a walk in the forest where we were 
hosted by a pair of pied wagtails, and returned home for another 
meal of dumplings, potatoes and chives, and beetroot salad. Cake 
followed, of course, and TEA.  
 
Paulinka and I have danced together, playing a follow-the-leader-
type game: conductor -with-spoon, and tomorrow Rich and I have 
been invited to the local school to do an English lesson and dance 
performance. We also plan to plant a number of oak trees around 
the village and the family property. It seems a plague caused many 
maple trees to come down here in recent months, so there are 
spaces to be filled. Growth to be integrated. 
 
 
Down Home Stars   June 3, 2006 
 
 Lupines 
 
Luck has landed us into the middle of a handsome spring quilt: 
green wheat fields, blooming yellow acres of rapeseed, clean lakes 
and the neat gardens of Rudzienice, our home for the week. 
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Ursula Wienscy (front) with sister and brother-in-law, Richard and 
Malaika 
 
The Wienscys know about radishes, family, and real food. Grandma 
piles the plates high with potatoes and fresh chopped dill, and insists 
you have second helpings of dumplings. And with the imminence of 
a summer storm, Grandfather insisted we bring our tent in from the 
yard and into the wood fire-heated house, where Rich and I spent 
the next night before our whirlwind celebrity tour. 
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Natalia and Tadeusz 
our Polish grandparents and their lovely garden 
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Natalia's garden radishes 
 
Coming to Poland five days earlier than necessary landed us in the 
middle of a great opportunity: to bring our tree-planting passions to 
schoolchildren. Monday the headmaster of Rudzienice invited us to 
the elementary school as guests in the English classes, and after a 
morning of dancing and singing with the kids we were giving our first 
impromptu elementary school performance. The whole school 
(about 100 students) gathered ‘round in the schoolyard as Malaika 
danced with the ash tree that Richard was poised to plant in the 
schoolyard.  
 
 
Eva and Malaika 
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This was just the beginning of our botanical celebrity tour of rural 
Polish towns.  Eva, the English teacher at Rudzienice, invited us to 
stay with her during the week as we traveled to other area schools. 
So we were whisked away from our beloved country family and into 
the town of Ilawa, where Eva, Chris and Snowy the cat looked after 
us.  Tuesday we visited kids at Gromoty village school, and 
Wednesday we hit the big time, performing at the Ilawa city school.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Tree-planting in Gromoty 
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Twig Dance in Gromoty 
 
 
At each instance we performed as the introduction or culmination of 
our conversation about ecology. We talked about trees and why they 
are important: they make oxygen for us to breathe, give homes to 
birds, insects, fungus and mammals, provide shade and shelter, and 
can be responsibly farmed for food, clothing, medicine and raw 
materials as well. We talked about our reasons for making this trip: 
traveling from England to China without burning extra fossil fuels 
and planting trees in order to contribute to the atmosphere’s quota of 
oxygen. 
 Richard explains our route 
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Twig Dance for children in Ilawa  
 
 
And we spoke about how important it is for people to plant trees—  
especially native, deciduous species which contribute to helpful 
forest compost and photosynthesize more carbon into oxygen than 
the decorative fir trees often chosen for landscaping.  
 
 
Maple tree planted at Gromoty 
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We don’t know whether it was the handstands that Rich kept pulling 
to keep the kids’ attention in class, or whether it was Malaika’s 
hedgehog head of hair atop bumblebee-yellow fashion, but we were, 
we admit it, a smash hit. After each performance hordes of bright-
eyed ruddy-cheeked youngsters swarmed round us for autographs.  
 
 
signing autographs 
The mornings were packed with action, but on Tuesday afternoon 
we came hurrying back to Grandparents’ place to make good on a 
promise: to say thank you for all their terrific hosting we pledged to 
plant their new lot full of trees. So in four hours we sourced and 
planted four larch trees, a very snazzy beech sapling, three oaks, 
two elder, three maple, two horse chestnuts and two ash trees. A 
good start to a woodland of native species and a good addition to 
the blister collection: this time on Malaika’s hand. (Richard’s 
gardener’s hands remain brilliant, of course.)  
 
Now we are being generously hosted by friends in Warsaw, and the 
venerable kittycat Gidget. Shufflings on the balcony indicate the 
latest planting activity: a new herb garden for our hosts’ tenth-story 
apartment. Vive la photosynthesis! 
 
 
Leaving Wars Saw   June 4, 2006 
 
Thank you Gidget, and our Warsaw hosts;  
 
We loved collaborative gardening and the view.  
 
Geraniums red and a box of herbs  
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Are happily blooming on your porch anew.  
 
geraniums for our Warsaw hosts, Dave and Melissa 
 
 
This dance M gave for your orange tree  
 
Was full of zest and citrus zip...  
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 geranium dance 
 
 
The city winked its dark sunset song  
 
 
train station in Russia 
 
To carry us through on our train journey so hip.  
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Sleeping in “WARS” on the train from Poland to Belarus 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
From Russia with Dove….s and Pigeons   
June 3, 2006 
 
Red Square 1 
Red square, dancing aware.                                          
XLI 
 
 
Pigeons hunt, policemen stare.  
 
 Red Square 2 
 
Maple tree moment  
 
Slows down the flow  
 
of business people busying by.  
 
 Red Square 3 
 
Small trees will grow  
 
Golden eagles, captive, will cry  
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Monkeys, in diapers and on leads are not shy;  
 
Would you like your photo taken?  
 
...with the captive cathedral?  
 
 
 
 
  
 
This evening we board a train for six days straight. We'll pass 
through Russia, Mongolia, and be reborn in Beijing on June 12.  
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Trans-Mongolian Tracks: Six Days from Moscow to Beijing  
June 14, 2006 
 
 
Trans-Siberian Railway 
Moscow. Day 0.  
We move into our sardine can with an Irishman we call Dave and a 
Chinaman smuggler who crams bags and boxes of rowanberry 
vodka, cigarettes and bric-a-brac liberally about our cabin, and then 
disappears for three days. Our Chinese conductor speaks zero 
English (and we speak .0002% Chinese) and sports only one 
nametag: Conductor no. 186. He cooks himself delicious dinners of 
dumplings each day over a coal fire. Moscow slides far behind us.  
 
station shops 
Novgorod, Russia. Day 1.  
Ramshackle tumbledown wooden cabins and newly plowed fields 
amongst fir forests. Pushups and sit-ups daily in the train hallway. 
We place our feet in our compartment and our chests and arms out 
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in the hallway, hands spread on dirty blue carpet. For every press-
up we must touch our chins to the lid of a thermos flask. Yoga on the 
train: people passing to the dining car admire our headstands 
wobbly between four-berth bunks.  
 
 Siberia 
 
Yekaterinburg, Russia. Day 2.  
HOT. Endless white birch woodland encased in grassland infinite. 
Small rustic settlements. A herd of cattle break the scenery for a few 
moments and then dense woodland. Birch, only white birch. 
Mesmerizing rhythmical pulse, lucid dreaming, heat wave in a prefab 
cave on a line.  
 
 
Siberian mountains 
 
Novosibirsk, Siberia. Day 3.  
Expanses of birch forest continue. Card games and cookies with 
Dave our cabin mate, London cabbie Neil and his fiery Mongolian 
wife Lydia who preaches the merits of eating with one’s hands, 
Mongolian-style, “You can taste the food better!” 
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Rich cooks dinner 
Gourmet salad from local produce. Train station platforms boast 
babushkas with veggies and sunflower seeds. 
 
Lake Baikal, Siberia. Day 4.  
A ‘ten minute stop’ is only ever actually seven minutes. We (M, R 
and Andy) sprint like the spirit of the Siberian wind to the shore to 
dunk our heads in the immense, sacred freshwater lake known as 
the ‘Blue Eye of Siberia.’ Train pulls away from the platform nearly 
leaving us behind as we gasp in the high altitude air... we catch up 
just in time. High-ranking Conductor no. 197 throws his hat on the 
ground whilst screaming furiously at Andy, resident geologist in 
wagon number 7. But we made it!! And we’ve got five pure white 
stones from the largest freshwater lake in the world. In the evening, 
M dances with birch trees in the wind at the Mongolian border. Train 
station construction workers and the residents of several wagons 
look on. At dusk, green hills with horses give way to dusty plains 
with camels.  
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Lake Baikal 
       
Choyr, Mongolia. Day 5.  
We wake with the powdered sugar-sand of the Gobi desert coating 
us all over. Out the window punctuating endless nothing are horses 
and yerts and camels. A pack of wild dogs feeds on a horse 
carcass. After a duet of contact improvisation and Aikido—  we’re 
becoming famous as the dancers on the train, and each 8-minute 
performance is exhilarated by the 8 hours of saved-up, cooped-up 
on-the-train energy we manufacture— we discover desert fairy 
crystals just near the train platform. A luminous pure green 
kryptonite one, and another is a glittering chunk with purple and 
green hued together into a faceted desert sunset.  
 
 
Mongolian desert 
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Beijing, Day 6.  
Hello Great Wall! Hello smoking city of settled pollution. Hello stable 
ground, goodbye Trance-Mongolian express. Beijing rush hour 
traffic weaves along the main artery street like slippery tangled 
strings of chunky noodles boiling in a goat’s meat broth.  
 
-m&r 
 
Peking Duck 
From the journal pages, a look at what appeals to the local palette 
 
Friendly Old Beijing June 15, 2006 
 
see there was these rickshaw drivers right!  
and they were hassling us ok  
so we give them the slip and as we do  
this smiling man sympathizes with us, he's a local  
so we walk and he tells us he's a calligrapher  
and he's all about helping us, and tells us  
sure i'll show you to the forbidden city.......  
oh! here is my teacher's studio  
 
please meet master chang the famous beijing  
calligrapher, his father was national calligrapher for chairman mao!  
chang appears humble and speaks not a word  
of english, but no matter, our charismatic persuader  
friend will translate for us  
 
the illustrious master chang will create for you!  
for free!! some art work, here today....  
what are your names??  
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ahhh! li-cha-duh. this is a very good name!! these characters 
together mean: strong man who is a very charismatic leader in the 
workplace.  
 
mmm! yes, ma-lai-ka. this is an excellent name, meaning very pretty 
little girl and exceptionally smart. here are your names written in 
calligraphy. master chang make you beautiful bamboo — symbol for 
fortune—  painting with your names in chinese. welcome to china!  
 
please wait while this precious painting, our gift to you!! dries. 
 
have a look over here... these paintings are for sale, very good 
price. this tiger, done by master chang, is coming down the 
mountain from his sleep. he is hungry! this tiger, going up the 
mountain, he has just hunted and eaten. he is satisfied tiger!  
 
see over here... we test your knowledge of chinese culture. what 
these two fish represent? (yin and yang?? very good!! very good!! 
you are smart indeed, just like your name!  
 
the schpiel is coming thick and fast....  
 
see over here... these paintings are famous series of traditional 
chinese culture. plum tree represent patience. bamboo prosperity. 
reeds are wisdom. which one you like the best? you can buy. we 
can package your free gift — your name scroll—  in with one of 
these paintings.  
 
we only have our backpacks we are walking.  
 
no matter you have only backpacks. many people mail these home. 
see? have special box. you choose which one you like! you buy!! 
you mail home!!! very beautiful!  
 
no, really, we would just like to go now. thank you for your time and 
generous gift..........  
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.......umm.....can we have our gift??......................  
 
you buy! which one you choose? you buy now and master chang 
package it for you!! you like the tiger?!? satisfied tiger for you! a very 
good choice! very good price for this excellent artwork by famous 
master chang! or the fish, represent yin-yang, harmony!  
 
the only thing that represents hope of harmony for us at this point is 
the door.  
 
no thanks! BYE!!  
 
we spill out on to the street, full of now-unthreatening rickshaw 
pilots,  
relieved to be past our little unplanned detour.  
 
 
* * *  
 
upon return to the hostel, we meet up with Alan, our roommate from 
the trans-Mongolian days. his first day in beijing won him a sociable 
afternoon with two lovely girls who convinced him to buy a tea party 
for a final bill of fifty quid.  
 
...his Welshman mate Gary, a doe-eyed softie, was not so lucky. his 
porcelain tea set and afternoon tea party with chirpy hostesses cost 
him 350 pounds. he spent the rest of the afternoon phoning his 
credit card company canceling the transaction.  
 
moral of the story: when traveling in a newly launched free-market 
economy, recognize enterprising wherever it meets you; often.  
 
with a smiling face and friendly advice. 
 
 
L 
 
Waxy-leaf Tree Dance in the Palace of the Sun Park 
 
 Tree dance 2 
 
These ladies, unsure at the beginning of the dance, were smiling by 
the end. 
LI 
 
 Post-performance 
 
Peeking Peking Park Geezers 
a sketch of the old men who slept through, or watched my dance in 
a Beijing park 
 
 
Capitalism Hits Hard   June 20, 2006 
 
And so a fast train whisks us south from Beijing. Our sleeper is the 
picture of lacy cleanliness and efficiency. Our companion is the 
gracious and courteous Mr. Lee, a businessman from Guangzhou.  
 
Guangzhou (pronounced gwong-jo), embraces us like a sweaty hug 
that doesn't stop. Tooling through the city toward Vitamin Creative 
Space we see the high-rises, through the smog, brimming green 
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with rooftop gardens, and below busy tropical streets clouded by 
pockets of mushrooming construction. Spaghetti-like highway 
intersections tangle in 3D throughout a maze of residential block 
apartments. Bananas. Breadfruit. Buses. A little kid peeing on the 
street.  
 
 dragon fruit sketch 
 
 
What begs two twiggers' skills in a muggy high-rise city of 11 
million? We immediately set about bringing two trees into our host, 
Xiaoshen's apartment. We wait for word from the mountain project, 
and scour the city on a mission for baking soda.  
 
Team Pharmacy! 
Nothing to beat an overstaffed Chinese pharmacy for an entertaining 
way to spend an afternoon. For extra fun, try to search for 
bicarbonate of soda without knowing a word of Chinese. Bring your 
best smile.  
 
We accompany Xiaoshen on a shopping expedition on Sunday; like 
most Chinese, this is her one day off from work. Together on a 
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pilgrimage to 'the best shopping center', the three of us zone out 
inside the sleek, bubble-gum colored metro for forty minutes. 
 
A small hike through the stench and heat of the street (in the city, 
the division between worlds is that of inner and outer. Inner = 
livable, air conditioned, plastic, controlled. Outer = exhaust fumes, 
weather, splashing puddles of anything and garbage) and we arrive: 
into a Made in China labyrinth: stalls selling Calvin Klein, Nike, 
D&G... all freshly baked. Or you can watch stall-keepers sitting with 
a pile of Ralph Lauren labels, patiently sewing them onto generic T-
shirts. The continuous press of Sunday shoppers is nothing 
compared to the masses of long-faced storekeepers. They sleep at 
tiny desks or eat rice and greens from a lunch tin. Colorful corridors, 
reeking of new name brand cotton, stretch endlessly.  At times it 
feels like this shopping trip will also be infinite… 
 
Outside again in the other chaos, I spy a huge old bonsai, potted 
beside the lobby of a hotel. A squadron of cabbies, rickshaw drivers, 
shoppers, vendors, and European merchants lounge and scurry 
about the roasting pedestrian square. This tree is the purest token of 
life in sight. I decorate Rich with the stuff I'm carrying and make like 
a tree and dance. 
 
For some precious moments the frenetic activity of the square 
coasts to a kind of quiet, as an interested, involved public gathers to 
watch. I finish to a strange stillness—  and then thunderous 
applause. I bow, acknowledge the tree as well, and then three of us 
scamper off toward the cool of the metro once again.  
-m 
 
 
 
 
 
the dance-partner bonsai  
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Nanling Landing –July 4, 2006 
Nanling National Forest Park  
 
 
Richard’s depiction of Nanling mountains 
 
on the 23rd of june we arrived in shaoguan train station  
where we were to meet our hosts for the coming two  
months. representatives of nan-ling ecotourism  
huang xinghai and yu ying collected us from the taxi rank  
in front of the station and took us after some lunch to the  
mountains and our home for the foreseeable future.  
 
over the course of these last ten days we have been  
given many tours of the area, introductions to the local people with 
whom we share this space, and all the information we could possibly 
need—  in short: much support! we are very  
grateful to all concerned and especially to the aforementioned huang 
xinghai and yu ying. 
the fact is i could go on about the support thing but in  
the interest of readability i'll leave it there.  
 
this is a wonderful land we find our selves in. the  
mountains are an ever-changing chameleonic backdrop  
to this hardworking yet sleepy town, comprised of  
many beautiful representations of nineteen fifties rural  
chinese architecture. its lovingly cared-for gardens are full  
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of ginger, peanuts, soybeans and fig trees — to name a  
few crops most people will recognise— 
  
 
Corn Harvest 
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Grass Granny 
 
in addition to many more unfamiliar plants.  
 
there are many — too many to count—  different kinds  
of butterfly dipping in and out of dappled forest shade.  
and there are bugs innumerate: from the spiders we share our 
bedroom with, which are the size of my hand and as fast as a honda 
fireblade, to the most raucous and invasive  
insects in china... every size, shape, sound and smell  
imaginable.  
 
this land is fertile and diverse on one level and in another sense 
spellbinding and alluring, and a constant reminder  
that we exist in a perpetual state of flux.  
 
 
-rdt  
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 Big Bug 
 
Rich, Yu Ying and Malaika 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A few more tidbits:  
 
Living spaces here are communal: our room is a bedroom with a 
sink and small bathroom, but the 'living room' bit is outdoors: a 
roofed walkway in between two rows of rooms like ours. Neighbors 
eat, talk, cut hair and play with babies in the outdoor living room we 
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all share. 
 
Home is Where the 
Laundry Is 
our home for our two months here: simple and perfect, shared with a 
troupe of fraidy kittens down the way, as well as an ever-laughing 
new baby. 
 
We have made fast friends with the village children, (they've taken 
us swimming in the river, catching bugs and fishing for minnows... all 
the while patiently tutoring us in Chinese) 
 
 Tutors 
 
and we will commence our six-week 
“TWIG summer experience for children” 
in five days. Posters and brochures, beautifully co-designed by 
Richard and Huang Xinghai, have gone out around town and we are 
looking forward to our registration/introduction day, which will 
coincide with the opening of a new library for the village, Saturday.  
 
 
 
LX 
TWIG ad  
 
LXI 
Opening Day Poster 
 
Performance art by the Nanling Forest residents 
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 a local 
 
Yesterday for Rich's birthday we took a motorbike up to the top of 
the mountain in Nanling Forest Park. We didn't see any tigers, but 
did get visited by a pheasant mom with three chicks, and a pair of 
bright green bee-eaters. We found two wicked fairy crystals as well, 
right at the top of the mountain in a grove of trees with gold leaves. 
Not kidding: these looked like cheaply spray-painted gilded trees, 
some kind of gaudy table decoration for a Julius Ceasar-themed 
wedding reception. Then the Nanling Ecotourism company surprised 
Rich with a rooftop birthday party at dinner: Chinese fish n chips at 
sunset and a full-on birthday cake (decorated with the exotic fruity 
delicacy of cherry tomatoes) as the half-moon glowed.  
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 Xinghai 
 
 
 
Dragon's Mouth 
the mountains of Nanling Forest Park 
 
The best birthday present of all, though, was a chat with Coral and 
Rowan—  hearing about the sprightly antics of the sunflower-
growing, beach-frolicking Devon duo on the other side of the world.  
 
-m 
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(It’s Been Probably More Like Ten Weeks) 
August 23, 2006 
 
it’s been six weeks give or take a week or so since our last blog 
entry and plenty has happened for us and around us. but for the 
most part this should be about the children.  
 
to begin with we posted some information about our project plans in 
the town and along with it a kind of registration day date, and sat 
back and waited. we expected maybe forty or so kids to attend. we 
decided to give them a form they could give to their parents and 
return if they were interested.  
 
two days before the big day we already had one hundred and thirty 
two applicants. word travels fast among the children of nanling. so 
we divided the children into four groups: red, green, blue and yellow 
and began to run around sorting art supplies, cleaning and 
decorating the space and all kinds of other organizational stuff too . 
on the first day we contended — and i say contended because it 
was more like a scrap than a lesson— with the greens. well actually 
it was more like an argument you were having with forty or so 
people, one in which the objective was to hold the attention of said 
people for two hours. 
 
Twig Action 
Monkeying around on the first day of TWIG with the kids in Nanling 
 
 
all the other groups that week seemed on the face of things to be a 
breeze compared to the virtual typhoon we weathered with the 
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green group that monday morning. and so they were awarded the 
title of most difficult group but as we re-evaluated the situation and 
made the groups smaller by half ie. green a, green b, etc. we found 
the greens to be one of the more fun / energetic groups. the original 
idea of a smaller group proved to be a more intimate and ultimately 
more manageable size to work with.  
 
the first week was a frantic fantastic frenzy of fun and feeling the 
burn of our self imposed work load and we were both energized and 
full of the buzz of a new challenge.  
 
as the first week passed by with such intensity, the time just went, 
almost as if i was unconscious for it. i suddenly found myself 
interested in these new people i had met and the problems that 
being involved with them for six weeks would pose. communication 
and identification seemed to be the most pressing, but trying to learn 
over one 
 
 
Up in Arms 
classroom as normal... 
 
hundred names, let alone one hundred chinese names, seemed 
unmanageable. so even today as i write this entry i still know very 
few of the children’s names but have got to know them and 
recognize them more for the content of their character or their faces 
and bodies. getting to know anybody is a work in progress. what i’ve 
learned: if you’ve made up your mind, you are in your head, 
preventing that person from growing. in turn, if you have contact or 
relationship with that person your judgment will effect them 
personally.  
together we integrate organization and chaos. it had become 
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apparent in the third week that this project, or this leg of our project, 
was complimenting the whole very well. as it is an improvisation, no 
matter what we sit down and plan, the time spent with the children is 
loose and changeable because it has to be. the lesson plan for the 
day may change several times through the duration and the results 
can be anything from exciting and rewarding to disastrous and 
rewarding. the ups and downs are too many to mention. we have 
great photos of twig but they never actually capture the moments 
 
    
 
The ‘Don't Litter!’ dance 
Being little baby birds who have gotten a tummy ache from 
munching litter 
 
themselves and my memory and writing skills aren’t up to much 
either. but this is life.  
 
i think it was somewhere in week four that we both realized we’d 
never have enough time to try half of the ideas and activities in our 
note books and that we had to make difficult decisions about exactly 
what it was we wanted to communicate in these seemingly short 
weeks we had left. this is what we came up with:  
 
human ecology: what is it, what can it mean  
 
respect: the idea that to respect all things is self respect  
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perception and awareness: what are they, what could they be  
 
integration: or non-separation of the senses  
 
fun: the idea that implementing these ideas and questions can be a 
fun and exciting way to live and learn  
 
the final sharing/performance went down a storm and we packed the 
theater, the kids were all fantastic and for nearly two hours the local 
community got a jazzed up, staged version of the children’s time 
with twig. the theater was decorated with the artwork produced by 
the kids and we had running slide show and video footage during 
intervals. 
 
 
 
 
Mandala painting 
 
it’s something i’ll never forget and leaving the mountains today was 
also momentous.  
 
children saw us off with homemade gifts and we shared some tearful 
minutes with them before being driven to the city by huang xing hai. 
we passed through the familiar main street of the town i glanced 
back, and then left, and then right again and again, trying to catch 
sight of children i know for a last goodbye. we spotted a few before 
the town limits approached. and so from there on to the highway all 
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the time the memory flashing and the emotions pulsing.  
-rdt- 
 
  Planting in the sun 
 Placing the rocks around  
LXIX 
 Last sunrise 
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Little Universes 
Flowers like this one created miniature mountain paradise scenes, 
just millimeters tall along the ground throughout Tibet. 
 
Walking in Lhasa   August 31, 2006 
 
05:30 Lhasa ~ i wake up and m is still asleep. so i put on my gear 
and head for the door. m wakes momentarily to ask where i’m off. i 
kiss her goodbye and head out. first encounter on the main street is 
a middle aged man dressed in burgundy with a suggestion of yellow 
or gold underneath. he places both his hands together at his heart 
and tells me good day ~ i respond with a similar gesture of good will 
as we pass and i walk to the end of the street.  
 
the sky is pitch black and all the stars are up there. the street is 
similarly dark with little street lighting. on the corner there is an old 
man and his two sons vending sun dried cured meat. the smell is 
vivid and primal in its simplicity. a few stray cars pass slowly on the 
road. i turn the corner and enter into a stream of people, they are a 
myriad of chants and bell sounds, and all are twirling hand-held 
prayer wheels. they all seem to have one destination as i drift along 
with them. the growing mass of tibetan buddhists slip down 
darkening alleys as the sun rises and i’m right along with them, all 
the time losing my way. it’s my first morning in this new and most 
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high city.  
 
there are muslim families setting up shop left and right. the smell of 
homemade pastries and fried goods now fills the air. more and more 
people are filtering into the mass from doorsteps and adjoining 
alleyways, all heading to some unknown (to me) destination and the 
atmosphere is becoming intense, with the density of people, the 
noise and lack of visibility.  
 
now the sun is creeping into these dark alleyways, and the shadows 
are contrasting the bright new sunshine. they extend and contract 
according to the sun’s progression like doors opening and closing, 
and my attention is drawn intermittently to the rooftop skyline with its 
flat roofs, prayer flags, and crisp blue morning sky.  
 
 
Potala Palace in Lhasa 
The Dalai Lama's quaint abode of once upon a time 
 
the people one by one disappear inside a dark and heavy doorway. 
incense is being burned inside and the sound of people’s prayers 
throbs through the thick walls. larger fixed prayer wheels in gold line 
the outside of the building and tibetan letters in beautiful colours 
accompany representations of buddhist deities. the sun is up in the 
main street as i find my way out of the maze of side streets. it is 
mine and m’s anniversary today and as i make my way back along 
the road i find a beautiful mountain pine growing on a street corner. i 
pick a cone from one of the lower branches. a gift from a most 
magical morning walk for a most magical m.  
 
-rdt  
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Bejeweled Tibet   September 7, 2006 
 
We came along to this high land upon the newest railway in the 
world, just built and opened this July 2006. The scenery changing as 
we crossed from Sichuan into the Tibetan plateau, from scrupulously 
utilized farmland — every inch of space used to plant either rice, 
corn, peanuts, or vegetables—  to the endless expanses of land on 
the plateau, nearly devoid of people but rich in plant and animal 
wildlife. Clean air, thin on oxygen but filling the whole self with 
unfiltered sunshine and clarity.  
 
The abounding wilderness and the freshness of it all, untainted by 
people for the most part, struck us profoundly. The once-a-week 
train was still a novelty to these parts, and people would stop their 
work in the barley fields and wave at the train in groups. Smiling 
broadly, beautiful people, children and elders alike. We wave back, 
but it is with a feeling of despair, for this railroad track we are riding 
on all high and mighty is the newest construction of a Chinese 
government that wants to populate Tibet with Chinese, to offer a 
quick and easy, affordable way to import Chinese culture, people 
and presence into these remote mountains.  
 
 
First glimpse of Himalayas 
 
Those mountains, the way they look as though they just — I don’t 
know—  so completely separate from the rest of the environment. 
Solitude. The sacred lake. Tibet is kind of bejeweled by all this 
natural phenomena that look completely alien: turquoise lakes and 
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these huge mountain ranges with white ice caps that just dazzle the 
senses. And the people are likewise bejeweled, wearing great 
chunks of amber, coral, turquoise, bone, around their necks or stuck 
into huge coils of black hair. The Tibetans’ clothes are striking, bright 
colors in stripes, with many cloaks of tie-around woolen shawls that 
the women wrap around their middle. Pinks, turquoises, bold 
greens, standing out against the muted colors of the arid landscape. 
The brown skin of these people, leathery and dry from an early age, 
the hot sun and air made twenty-five year-olds look forty-plus, with 
beautiful smile lines.  
 
And half the time you wonder whether you’re breathless from the 
altitude or from the visual majesty of the environment. Is there a 
scientific explanation for your state or is it just your raw senses 
touching the environment and making you become emotional and 
totally present.  And how you feel you’re on a time limit 
 
 
Lake Namtso (no photographic color enhancement) 
 
as your energy levels sort of ebb away... and you know you have to 
get out of that place. There’s something deeply spiritual about Tibet, 
but I didn’t find it in the idols, the temples, and in the imported 
religious dogma of Buddhism.  
 
The people you meet in the mountains and fields, the simple 
farmers, venerate the Dalai Lama as a god, though to see them they 
have next to nothing, and their idol is flying around the world talking 
with pop stars and TV show hosts... a world so far from theirs. Our 
driver had a picture of the Dalai Lama on his swanky mobile phone. 
And to tour the Potala Palace is to see riches of artifacts encrusted 
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in gold and precious jewels, alongside shrines and tombs of former 
Lamas, encrusted with rubies, sapphires, opals, and coral. To step 
outside in the streets below the opulent home of Buddhist royalty is 
to walk with the hordes of simple pilgrims spinning prayer wheels 
and chanting everywhere they walk, but carrying ruddy-faced babes 
on their backs, or being tagged along by a runny-nosed kid dressed 
in colorful rags.  
 
 
roadside ragamuffins 
 
 
Some cowboys we met along the road out of Lhasa 
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We stopped along the road and these children appeared from out of 
nowhere, eager to strike up conversation and help us collect stones 
from the river. 
 
Distant Homes 
Many villages have no electricity or roads (other than footpaths) that 
reach them. 
 
We met with people far out in the countryside, in villages not even 
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wired with electricity. Shared yak butter tea with some farmers 
taking a midday break from harvesting barley to host us as we 
rested from our day on horseback and to share a dance by M done 
to a Jew’s harp tune played by R. Took a morning in the cool air and 
hot sun to dance and make music with two groups of local kids in 
New Tingri, they flexed their English skills and we shared what we 
could without drawing attention from the military.  
 
The Chinese military presence. Checkpoints around Mt. Everest 
National Nature Reserve. Waiting at one entrance, R curiously 
observed one uniformed officer walking away from the fort with a 
huge bag of rubbish over his shoulder. Just heading out into the 
gorgeous landscape...where could he be going? There was only a 
pristine sparkling river and green tundra out there, but the soldier 
kept walking, walking, down over a small embankment, where he 
stopped and... OHhhh! Yes, folks, he’s dumping the rubbish straight 
into the river. That’s right, here’s the Chinese military for you, taking 
responsibility for the remote and endangered natural landscape 
unique to this highest mountain range in the world.  
 
Can you spot Everest among the clouds? 
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Old Tingri Campsite 
Quomolangma (Everest, also known as the Great Mother) in the 
distance. 
 
We climbed to Everest base camp in the freezing morning air and M 
had a dance. Sweet yak milk tea from a tent by the path, and found 
some quartz crystals. Walking back we determined to do something 
about the mass quantities of coca-cola cans, water bottles, gum 
wrappers, noodle packets and cigarette boxes scattered along the 
whole of the path. Taking an extra few hours to sort it out, we arrived 
back to our guesthouse at Rongpuk Monastery laden with bags of 
gooey nasty dried out rubbish. Luckily we found a big feed-sack as 
well as several carrier bags to stuff all the stuff in.  
 
Unforgettable was also the sheer numbers and quantity of trinkets 
and beads heaped onto street stalls featured at the market in the 
center of Lhasa. And almost everything looked like it was authentic, 
hundreds of years old—  silver, bone, stone, horse armor, saddles, 
belt buckles, mandala paintings, swords, knives, sea creatures and 
deities and figurines carved in semiprecious stone... Necklaces with 
fist-sized chunks of amber and turquoise. Chinese tourists in droves 
in there haggling for all they’re worth, and with a certain air of 
superiority like they run the place...which they do.  
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Hi Ho Silver —  Away! 
R riding on the top of the world. 
 
And all the time the mountains and the sky... always there, a 
constant reminder/ anchor into beauty and peace.           m&r 
 
LXXIX 
Reflections on Nanling: Homage to the Helpers 
September 28, 2006 
 
 
Much still needs to be said about Nanling. The children we worked 
with there impressed into our hearts and minds like gleaming lights... 
the spunky ones, the diligent ones, the rakish and mischievous 
ones. Each lesson we would arrive to the classroom early to set up 
and get ready, and each time we would have to hold off the crowd of 
boisterous young’ns clustering around the door, trying, in singles or 
in small groups, to sneak up the stairs to get in first before the class 
hour began.  
 
The wonderful, impeccable help we had all along the way in 
accomplishing our many ambitious projects:  
 
Huang Xinghai, our project coordinator and main host, he 
represented Nanling Eco-Tourism company and personally set up 
every aspect of our stay and the project. From driving with us to 
Shaoguan (the nearest big city) to collect art supplies (paints, poster 
board, pens, notebooks, colored pencils, scissors, glue...), to 
throwing a rooftop birthday party for Richard’s 35th, to filming and 
photographing hours of classroom time and compiling a moving 
DVD and slide show of the six week process, Xinghai was on the 
ball.  
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da boyz: huang xing hai, me and mr.woo  
on our last day in nanling. 
 
Yu Ying, ‘good old Yu Ying’ with a heart of gold, who was our first 
interpreter for the TWIG project when we arrived to Nanling. 
Originally commissioned to work for Nanling EcoTourism on an oral 
history of the mountain village, she took time from her project to help 
us begin ours, and introduced us to many families and the ‘booming 
grannies’ (as we came to call the lively, vivacious, healthy and 
hardworking older women) in the area.   
 
 
it's a deal 
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despite the convincing smile captured here, yu ying broke under the 
bargaining pressure of me, when urged to stay on through the long 
haul of the twig project. but we love her loads anyway. 
 
Melody Yee, affectionately known to the kids as “Shao Yi Ji-Ji,” (this 
translates to “little leaf, our big sister” as her family name means 
“leaf”!) our main translator who volunteered her summer to the 
project, coming all the way from Guangzhou to devote her time to 
TWIG. Her energy and excellent English skills brought our ideas to 
life. Melody’s ‘people energy’ made things happen, from dance 
classes to the Blackeyed Peas and mandala-painting projects with 
the kids to a dumpling extravaganza feast with the neighborhood 
grannies one evening.  
 
melotree and the twigs 
leaf melotree, our number one interpreter, in her true guise: tree 
pose with the twiggers. 
 
Elena / Liu Chunmei (“Shao Liu Ji-Ji”), our surprise volunteer 
interpreter whose enthusiasm for learning about nature and her 
passion to communicate TWIG ideas lifted many a lesson from 
middling to magical. Elena translated into Chinese a version of the 
song that I put togetherfor the kids, sung to the tune of “The Wheels 
on the Bus.” It’s called “The Roots of the Tree.”  
 
The roots of the tree go down, down, down (stamp feet and point to 
the ground)  
down, down, down  
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down, down, down.  
The roots of the tree go down, down, down,  
Together we grow! (bend knees and make a big circle with both 
arms)  
 
The trunk of the tree grows  
tall and strong. (x3 - slap belly and then make fists that move 
upwards)  
Together we grow!  
 
The branches of the tree grow  
all around. (x3 - wave arms all around until you spin)  
Together we grow!  
 
The twigs on the tree grow  
toward the sun. (x3 - wiggle fingers and move them up toward the 
sun or toward the person next to you)  
Together we grow!  
 
The leaves on the tree make  
air to breathe. (x3 - show palms of hands and then make waving 
circular motions toward lungs)  
Together we grow!  
 
The fruit on the tree is  
sweet to eat. (x3 - grab a “fruit” in each hand and alternate 
munching out of each hand)  
Together we grow!  
Together we grow! (final verse everyone joins hands and raises 
them up after running to the center of the circle, forming “a big 
flower.”)  
 
Elena also knew how to bust a mean move. An unforgettable one 
was when Rich put on Tom Petty’s “A Higher Place” cranked up real 
loud before one of the lessons, to get us all pumped to move, and 
Elena came bounding in right in step with the beat, spinning and 
jamming with a huge grin on her face to beat the band. It inspired 
the little kids who were crowding in the doorway below to bust a 
move too: first one, then two, then all of them crept upstairs and got 
swept into the dance ~ all of us jamming together to the electric 
guitar in a whirl, the TWIG teachers having far too much fun to 
reprimand anyone for bending the rules and sneaking in early. 
Booty-shaking bounty.  
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Super Elena 
...with the power to salsa through walls and stimulate bored children 
with show-stopping ecological enthusiasm. 
 
Sandy, the daughter of the tofu-making family that lived up the hill 
from us and hosted us for a traditional nine-course dinner that 
included pig’s intestines (a local delicacy...rather sour), fried river 
fish, and plenty of tofu, and sweet soy milk for dessert. Sandy was 
fourteen this summer and among the oldest of the children we 
taught, but she jumped right in as an assistant for all the classes for 
more than two weeks, and discovered her talents as a high-spirited 
mover.  
 
 Sandy 
 
Everyone’s energy came together on the final evening for what 
turned out to be a bring-down-the-house performance for the whole 
village of RuYang. Parents, friends and family members of the TWIG 
kids packed the theater, the children’s artwork, pasted on the walls, 
stretched around the whole perimeter of the theater space, and 
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Huang Xinghai’s DVD and slide show featuring clips and stills from 
the six weeks showed at the back of the theater before and after the 
performance.  
 
We began the show with a rousing call and response rhyme that 
we’d been using the whole summer, calling out as 135 kids yelled 
back at us:  
 
Knock on the door! (clonk, clonk, clonk, with fist)  
Stamp on the floor! (stomp, stomp, stomp, with feet)  
Stop—  (hands stop)  
Look—  (hands make binoculars on eyes)  
and Listen! (cup hands around ears)  
 
Then the Green group entered to sing and share the Hello dance:  
 
Hello!  
How are you?  
I am fine—  are you 
 
fine too?  
Ni Hao!  
Che fan le ma?  
Che la—  hao che ji la!  
 
This is a song we made up during the first weeks in Nanling. Ni Hao 
is Hello in Chinese. Che fan le ma? is the typical following question 
after greeting someone; it means, ‘Have you eaten?’ Che la means 
‘I have eaten.’ Hao che ji la means ‘Indeed, I ate and it was very 
delicious!’  
 
Next up was the Reds singing both English and Chinese versions of 
The Roots of the Tree, with enthusiastic foot stamping and gestures 
to accompany each verse. The kids stood in a semicircle to perform, 
and for the final verse of ‘Together we grow’ everyone rushed into 
the center with held hands high to make a big growth spurt.  
 
Then we had a poetry recitation by a duet of girls from the Green 
group, and a duet song sung by two girls from the Yellows, followed 
by a group of Yellows playing a contact improvisation game we 
created together called ‘The Treeclimbers’ where the grand finale 
was a duet between Malaika and Wan Bee Xia in which Wan Bee 
climbed up me onto my shoulders and then Rich 
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Wan Bi Xia in da house!  
surreptitiously entered only to lift both of us up on his shoulders, 
making a three-tiered tree.  
 
An energy-passing game was next, with a bunch of the older boys 
and girls from the Blue and Yellow groups, plus Malaika and Melody, 
forming a semi-circle and passing chi from one person to another. 
‘Hey Mama’ from the Blackeyed Peas accompanied and picked up 
the energy getting everyone over the stage jitters and far into the 
groove of it, even shy kids totally busting the moves in the pumped 
up improvisatory moment of limelight.  
 
The Red-B group appeared next, to perform a special acrobatic 
rendition of a song and dance we’d been creating, and our grand 
entrance was all the kids running out to jump, one at a time, on me 
and Rich who would spin them or swing them or toss them into the 
air before sending them off to their starting place.  
 
The show finished with a big curtain call of all TWIGgers onstage 
and then more call and response, bringing everyone into a foot-
stomping row and then starting up some more dance music to which 
Rich and I performed a duet that eventually brought everyone into 
the dance. It was a magic, glittering, hot, sweaty, laughter-filled 
evening, and when Melody, Elena, Xinghai, Sandy, Sue from 
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Vitamin Creative Space, Rich and I sat on the steps of the theater 
after everyone had cleared out, the quiet seemed extraordinary. 
Everyone had put in a stellar effort, answering nobly the call of duty 
to make a fantastic show. We slurped our ice creams with a deep 
sense of satisfaction and looked up at the sky.  
 
The mountains all around held their mysterious characters that 
evening as they did all summer. The range cupped us, protecting 
from the encroaching world of Nike and Calvin Klein and Toyota 
engine parts factories all around in lower Guangdong, and the river 
continued to gurgle, where earlier it had raged and flooded. The 
crickets and night bugs burbled and bats tossed their erratic flying 
selves through the air. Throughout our time in Nanling the vital 
presence of the living land was ever-accessible. Mountains cloaking 
and uncloaking with mist and sunlight, gathering and booming 
monsoon rains, and a maverick river to match.  
 
The saddest thing for us was to see the bags of garbage people 
thoughtlessly tossed into the current. Fwoop! over the edge of 
 
the completed mural 
 
the hillside and down into the river below, a big red plastic bag full. 
Or the sweet wrappers the kids tossed instinctively on the ground. In 
the village were women who came every morning through the 
streets with big brooms to sweep up the previous day’s litter, so for 
them it was a livelihood, but the river remained clogged and polluted 
with the countless loads of rubbish tossed into it. It was all we could 
do to teach the kids the perils of littering through a song and lesson 
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about littering and hope the message went through. May the 
children tell their parents, and grandparents; their children and 
grandchildren. May Nanling be long as alive as its booming 
grannies.  
 
-r & m  
 
 
The TWIG after-party: murals and videos and posters, oh my.  
 
August 18th marked our final show with the TWIG summer 
experience for kids, but early on the morning of Saturday the 19th 
we were working to film for another project yet, a video of plant 
improvisations done by the kids, called “TWIG Dances in Nanling.” 
At the invitation of Xiaoqian Li, fellow PhD researcher at Dartington 
in arts management, Richard and I agreed to make a video of the 
TWIG project to be screened at an art festival in Beijing in early 
October. We wanted to feature background information about our 
journey and the project in Nanling, but also to focus on the specifics 
of dancing and ecology within the forest setting there. Huang 
Xinghai and EcoNanling agreed to produce such a video featuring 
dances of several children inspired by some of the rarer plant 
species specific to Nanling, so at the beginning of August we set to 
work organizing the project.  
 
I taught a series of workshops about improvising dances with plants, 
offered as an extracurricular option to the children already involved 
in the TWIG summer experience. Through the two workshops we 
worked on variety of movement qualities: spirals and circles, straight 
lines and sharp angles, loose movement and firm/turgid/rigid 
qualities. We also asked the children to look closely at different 
plants and to find a dance within the shapes and growth patterns of 
that organism. A pinecone, for example, might provide the score for 
a very tight, explosive, prickly, hard, dry dance. A fluffy, feathery 
fern-like potted plant made for shivery, light, tickly dances that 
spouted off in all directions. Richard and I chose eight children from 
the 30 or so who arrived, based on the dancer’s interest in studying 
each plant and their fearlessness in moving. We filmed all the video 
footage on one Saturday morning, finding plants growing beside a 
riverbed in the Nanling Forest Park, and making dances — solos, 
duets, trios—  with these creatures. 
 
Before we left Nanling Richard and I looked over the footage and 
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made a structure for the video, and several weeks later, Xinghai has 
now completed the final edit of the DVD, and sent us the photo you 
see here.  
 
 
m, r, sue and a little dancer too, on the day we filmed 'twig dances in 
nanling' by the river. 
 
Along with the completed DVD, Xinghai has designed a poster of 
some favorite moments from the summer. The poster is on display 
in the village theater along with the artwork from the summer. The 
exhibition will be open for another month yet.  
 
Finally, after completing the filming of the dance video, Richard and I 
embarked on one final project which was the completion of a mural 
in the village center. We wanted to make a lasting print of the kids’ 
work in TWIG, so Richard chose the one drawing made that summer 
which exemplified the sort of unbridled energy a kid had when set to 
drawing a potted plant. The drawing practically explodes off the 
page, using red, green and blue carefully and wildly to characterize 
the growing plant. We obtained permission from the Nanling local 
wildlife museum to utilize its outside wall as a mural surface and had 
a (rather dodgy) bamboo scaffolding erected for us to climb around 
on. It took two full hot and sweaty days under the August sun to 
complete it, R doing all the artistry and me being a trusty assistant, 
but we finished the painting hours before we were set to pack and 
leave Nanling. The child’s rendition of the spunky potted plant can 
be seen by all from the river bridge which connects the village.  
 
-m  
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Where’s the Loo in Katmandu?  October 14, 2006 
 
Can you imagine what this entry will entail? A rickety but relieving 
border crossing from the land of green onions in more food than 
you’d like to see, to the region of curry in the air. 
  
 
Border-Crosser 
Taking that final step, across the line on Friendship Bridge, from 
Tibet and China to Nepal. Smell the curry... 
 
Another long jeep ride into the center of Nepal took us to Katmandu, 
capital of one of the countries with the world’s highest rate of 
travelers’ trots! Only a few days later and we were ready to leave, 
but the trots got the best of us and put R into the clinic for two days 
while they tried to drip life back into him. He perked up considerably 
after 12 vials of liquid, and just as he was about to be discharged, M, 
who had been fine throughout the week’s tummy trials and 
tribulations, ran to the loo and expunged her lunch, marking the start 
of her own bout of food poisoning.  
 
XC 
 
On The Drip 
R getting plugged into the liquid-Matrix which saved his life. Yay for 
rehydration! Yay for good veins! 
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Freeing the Finches 
We bought their freedom: a gaggle of birds from a street vendor we 
took to the botanical gardens and let loose. They were beside 
themselves with joy to be released into the misty, grass-seed-filled 
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heavenlygrounds.  
Chuffed Chap 
Watching the birdies fly free. 
 
 
So in all we stayed in Katmandu a week longer than either of us 
wished or planned, but we finally stitched ourselves together and 
made for the Indian border by shared 4x4 after 12 days (too long!)  
 
Luckily, before the trots hit we spent two days visiting one school 
and one orphanage, teaching the kids and dancing with them, 
sharing songs and lessons about trees and animals. 
 
 
XCIII 
 
Kids in the 'Du 
Some sprites we hung out with doing TWIG things in the city. Ducks 
go "whack whack whack" in Nepal, so this is how we sang. We went 
to the zoo during the morning and then made up songs and dances 
about the animals in the afternoon. 
 
Kids we met were energetic, lively, fun loving and more disciplined 
than the Chinese children we were used to. We were happy to find 
some measure of authority given to elders in Nepalese culture, and 
had a fun morning exchanging yoga lessons with the children in the 
Katmandu orphanage.  
 
m & r 
 
Mum in Mbabane 
October 2, 2006 
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Blue Lizard in Mlilwane  
 
 
Hello dear friends and colleagues around the world!  
 
Many moons it has been since you last heard from the TWIG 
Project. This is not because we were taken hostage by Maoists on 
the countryside roads of Nepal and ran into the woods to escape 
from the siege, eating nuts and berries to survive…  
 
No, we write to you now from Dartington in England, back in the 
place we began our TWIG Project journey exactly a year ago. There 
are many blogs unwritten about the last two months of our journey, 
which gathered momentum and speed due to a few nonnegotiable 
international laws, such as: no matter who you ask or what you say, 
there is basically no way that you can get a place as an international 
passenger on a freight boat from Mumbai to Durban. Even bribery 
doesn’t work (and pleading certainly doesn’t).  
 
So the question of how to escape Mumbai without having to tell 
Mum “Bye” (in other words, without having to disappoint Richard’s 
mother who was awaiting our arrival to see her in Swaziland) was 
answered by the dreaded airplane. Without having to backtrack our 
whole journey through India, Nepal, Tibet, China, Mongolia, Russia, 
 
Belarus, Poland, Germany, etc. (including the necessary obtaining 
of visa permissions, which would take months), we decided to fly to 
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South Africa via Kenya. On short notice, Air Kenya offered the most 
inexpensive tickets, which routed us through Nairobi for one day.  
 
Once we finally arrived into Mbabane, Swaziland, the night before 
Richard’s mum, Jean’s birthday we announced our surprise arrival 
at her front gate by singing Happy Birthday loud enough to shake up 
the dogs.  
 
It was a relief to be in a real home, with Jean cooking wonderful, 
familiar food and welcoming us in a safe, peaceful haven free of 
rattling trains, rancid hotels or dodgy curries. Jean’s garden there 
was lush after the rainy season and we got stuck in planting trees 
and launching an herb garden too. Such were the characters of our 
small gardening projects while we recovered from Nepal and India.  
 
Swaziland now holds the world record for a population with the 
highest percentage of HIV infection. We knew this before arriving, 
but were appalled by the poverty of visual propaganda advertising 
solutions or responses to the issue. If you walk down a road in 
Swaziland and see three people coming toward you, at least two of 
them are HIV-positive. This means that there are huge amounts of 
AIDS orphans there as well. We soon also got in touch with 
organizers of the Moya Community Healing Center, an orphanage 
and education center which works with AIDS orphans of Mlilwane, 
Swaziland, supporting them in schoolwork and life skills. They 
invited TWIG to give presentations for two days at the school 
associated with the Moya Center, and this is what we did.  
 
Extend the Mind! "out there to that tree..." 
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R demonstrates unbendable arm. 
 
 
Kids there were much older than ones we’d worked with yet, but 
once we got them moving became receptive and excited about what 
we were teaching. We played energy-passing games with them and 
taught the Aikido exercise “Unbendable Arm” as a way of discussing 
how our environment exchanges energy with us constantly. We 
tested our reflexes and sensing skills with “Go-Freeze” outdoors, 
and finally planted a mango tree (with a mango tree dance) in the 
vegetable garden tended by the students. 
 
Happy Veggies 
The student-run organic garden at the school we visited near 
Mlilwane Swaziland. 
 
 
Mango Moves 
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Mango Tree 
Planting the tree, after the dance. 
 
 
Liberia—Not Siberia    November 6, 2006 
 
From Swaziland we searched again, fully and futilely for a non-flight 
transport mode to get to west Africa… We found a pleasure boat 
ride that could take us from Cape Town as far as Angola and drop 
us off, and we heard that from Accra you can take a motorboat to 
Monrovia, but the journey takes about three days and sometimes 
the boat capsizes. Walking and hitching was seen and 
recommended as a certain death sentence. Even as we drove in a 
rental car from Mbabane, Swaziland’s capital, to Johannesburg 
airport we were advised to never pick up hitchhikers. We broke this 
rule a few times for an elderly lady first, and a young woman 
second, who was on her way to the town to do some shopping and 
appeared by the side of the road in the midst of arid, baking fields of 
weeds under the midday sun… Like many times, we would drive for 
thirty minutes or more without seeing any sign of houses or life and 
then encounter a pedestrian making his or her way to some 
unknown destination, some seeking a lift and some not.  
 
Landing in Liberia’s only international airport is always kind of 
thrilling because the last hours of the plane journey take you only 
over impenetrable jungle and it looks as though you’re only getting 
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nearer and nearer to the greenery as the plane lowers. Then lo and 
behold a runway appears, and you jolt downwards in a pretty 
graceless fashion. 
 
mango tree sunset...behind full-grown mango tree 
 
Dad met us at the airport, leaving the rest of the crew at home, 
where it was only completely thrilling to be greeted by them all. Two 
new sisters of mine whom I hadn’t yet met. Ahoy! Hugs! Huzzahs! 
Pony rides!  
 
We stayed three weeks, during which time my dad arranged for a 
wedding celebration for us at his new house by the ocean, south of 
Monrovia. Now we are both Sarco-Thomas! We planted about six 
avocado and mango trees around the property in honor of the 
occasion, and also brought an avocado “butterpear” (as it’s known 
there—but it sounds more like “butta pee-ah”) tree to the School of 
Prime Systems in Monrovia and planted it with the whole school’s 
help, after participating in a morning of TWIG activities with the 
oldest and youngest classes. The young kids were full of energy, 
learning all about ‘communities’ and how that includes people as 
well as plants and animals and even soil, air and rain which makes 
life possible. The older kids were a mixture of enthusiastic and 
switched-on, and too cool for school, but pulled together in the end 
as we used rhythm and copying to wiggle our way into making tree 
dances. 
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  Avocado dance  
 
 
butterpear tree-planting 
for schoolkids in Monrovia at Debbie Scott's School of Prime 
Systems. 
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Home   November 21, 2006 
 
 
looking for a last lift 
 
R in the back of a truck 
in the back of a truck that picked us up. (there wasn't room for three 
up front) 
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playing in the sand 
with the monkeys again. 
 
Today  
In the UK  
Home in Devon now after seven months of being away.  
We finally have ourselves an apartment - yay!  
And though the floors are squeaky  
And the kids are cheeky  
We’re back in the swing  
Of the work-study thing.  
I’m writing about ecology  
And dance improvisation  
Rich works with kids  
And needs a vacation  
But we love what we do  
And we keep planting trees  
And planning our next  
TWIG overseas.  
China again? Rich hankers for more  
Maybe Brazil—if a boat opens the door.  
Missing our friends from Nanling and beyond~  
We’ll see you soon, for of TWIG we are fond.  
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Wan Bi Xia 
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APPENDIX D 
 
DVD: TWIG Project in Nanling 
 
 
This DVD, compiled by Huang Xinghai of Nanling EcoTourism Ltd., 
documents TWIG’s work in the Ruyang community surrounding Nanling 
Forest Park in 2006.  It includes photos of sessions from “The TWIG 
Summer Experience for Children”, documentation of the program’s final 
performance and art exhibition, and “Twig Dances in Nanling” a video of 
local children performing dance improvisations with plants in the Nanling 
Forest. 
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APPENDIX E 
 
Table: Twig Dance performances given in direct association 
with the TWIG Project’s journey to and from China, 2006 
 
 
1 Beech tree Back garden 
of PARTS 
Brussels, 
Belgium 
April 
2 Ficus tree Noah’s 
Living Room 
Gallery 
Exhibition 
Dartington, 
Devon, UK 
May 6 
3 Maple and Ash we 
planted 
Periphery of 
Golf Club 
 
South Brent, 
Devon, UK 
May 21 
4 Willow tree At tram stop Hanover, 
Germany 
May 23 
5 Potted tree Marketplace Hanover, 
Germany 
May 23 
6 Cypress tree By suburban 
roadside 
Tchev, 
Poland 
May 26 
7 Maple tree Next to kebab 
kiosk at train 
station 
Gdansk, 
Poland 
May 27 
8 Ash tree we planted Rudzienice 
Primary 
School 
Rudzienice, 
Poland 
June 
9 Maple tree we 
planted  
Gromoty 
Primary 
School 
Gromoty, 
Poland 
June 
10 Larch tree we 
planted 
Iwava 
Primary 
School 
Iwava, 
Poland 
June 
11  Yew tree  Public park  Beijing, 
China 
June 
12  Loose, waxy-leafed 
deciduous tree 
Public park Beijing, 
China 
June 
13  Bonsai in pot Mall and 
marketplace 
Guangzhou, 
China 
June 
14 Evergreen tree  By dirt road, 
village 
Ruyang, 
Guangdong 
July 
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outskirts 
15 Grass growing out of 
rock in river 
Nanling 
Forest Park 
Nanling, 
China 
July 
16 Cactus in pot On stage in 
village theater 
Ruyang, 
China 
July 
17 Spiky fern Roadside Nanling 
Forest Park, 
China 
July 
18 Solemn, serious, 
turgid plant 
Mountainside 
path 
Nanling 
Forest Park, 
China 
July 
19  Tree by riverside Filmed for 
Twig Dances 
DVD 
Nanling 
Forest Park, 
China 
August 
20 Spiky smelly herb 
bush growing along 
pavement 
Drupak 
Monastery 
Lhasa, 
Tibet, China 
September 
21 Small roots and 
tundra plants 
Riverside Rongpuk 
Monastery, 
Tibet, China 
September 
22 Quomolangma 
Mountain 
Everest Base 
Camp 
Tibet, China September 
23 Houseplant Tibet Peace 
Guest House 
Reception 
Katmandu, 
Nepal 
September 
24 Mango tree we 
planted 
Moya Clinic 
School 
Garden 
Mlilwane, 
Swaziland 
October 
25 Avocado tree we 
planted 
Garden, The 
School of 
Prime 
Systems 
Monrovia, 
Liberia 
October 
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DVD: Twig Dances Documented, 2007-2008 
 
This DVD documents several performances of Twig Dances.  The first 
dance, Hawthorn Study, Dartmoor, illustrates a live performance of a Twig 
Dance practiced for the camera.   The second group of dances is video 
footage of a series of Twig Dances performed for a live audience at 
Dartington Gardens in Devon on July 10, 2008. 
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APPENDIX G 
 
Published Materials 
 
 
1)  “Improvising with Twigs: Paradox in Transversal Practice” 
(forthcoming 2010) AIAS Conference Proceedings. Association of 
International Arts Schools Conference. November 2009. University 
College Falmouth. 
 
 
2) “Improvising in Ruyang: Community Art as Ecological Practice” 
(2009) Journal of Arts and Communities, 1 (1), pp. 45-68.  
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AIAS Conference 2009 
 
University College Falmouth  
 
* 
 
Improvising with Twigs: Paradox in Transversal Practices 
Malaika Sarco-Thomas 
 
In 2006 in collaboration with my partner Richard Sarco-Thomas I danced a 
series of site-based improvisation performances with trees as part of a 
peripatetic, over-land journey from Devon, England to Guangdong, China.  
The solo performances, called Twig Dances, were part of a larger initiative 
                                                 
* Planting a maple tree at Gromoty Primary School, Gromoty, Poland.  All photos by 
Richard and Malaika Sarco-Thomas. 
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called TWIG: Together We Integrate Growth, which involved planting 
trees and giving workshops and presentations to schools along our route on 
the conditions and effects of global warming.  Once in Guangdong’s 
Ruyang village, we worked with 136 local children to devise a series of 
workshops and performances that took perception of the environment as a 
starting point for making art.  
 
Where our motives in starting the project were based on principles such as 
contribution versus consumption, practical versus didactic, and 
improvisation versus prescription, our learning curved to include a number 
of discoveries about the evolving nature of TWIG as a movement reaching 
across unexpected social, biological, economic and cultural planes.  
 
Felix Guattari’s notion of transversality describes a quality of social 
gathering that both resists and ruptures hierarchical ordering.  
Transversality enables agency and makes possible a freedom of movement 
and exchange along unregulated channels.  According to Susan Kelly, 
transversality in the arts involves ‘experimentation rather than 
representation and a focus on means: on activity that brings into proximity 
the why and the how of coming together’ (Kelly 2005).  The transversal is 
‘crucially linked to production – the production of subjectivity and what 
Guattari calls self-engendering practices that seek to create their own 
signifiers and systems of value’ (Kelly 2005).  This includes creating 
temporary or ongoing spaces for social interaction that bring different 
people together across disciplines, cultures or classes.  Kelly writes that 
transversal processes often invent the actions and procedures for doing 
things, which do not fit into approved or familiar patterns, thereby resisting 
containment by institutional powers (Kelly 2005).   
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The TWIG Project offered this mobile relationship to institutions, art forms 
and knowledges by working alongside local organizations, children, and art 
galleries to create an event, or a newly active community, which is not 
reducible to one outcome.  TWIG generated gardens of trees, a dance 
video, live performances, an art exhibition, a website, a book, a mural and a 
series of workshops which adapted through their presentation to 
schoolchildren in a number of countries.  TWIG also created a community 
of participants which will continue to create artworks from skills shared 
and ideas generated collectively, and posited the relationship between artist 
and participant as one aspect of the artwork, as it engaged multiple 
audiences in its outcomes, all aspects of the ‘new genre social practice art’ 
described by Suzanne Lacy (1995, pp. 34, 37).  Describing the project, 
then, has required acknowledging the paradoxes within our working 
practices, as well as the range of social, biological, economic and cultural 
sites affected by TWIG’s activities.  Susan Kelly discusses Alain Badiou’s 
contention that art which seeks political relevance must resist easy 
recognition by the ‘empire’.  She writes, 
'transversal practices' must often negotiate a double and sometimes 
paradoxical move. A logic of refusal – of resisting visibility, or 
taking on recognisable forms. This refusal while running serious 
risks of invisibility, marginalisation, or inoperability, however also 
becomes a condition for an opening out of another logic, […] that 
in order to defend something you might also need to displace it, 
and its categorisation at the same time (Kelly 2005, emphasis 
mine). 
  
Destabilizing TWIG as solely an ‘institution’, ‘pedagogy’, ‘political 
project’ or ‘community’ then, requires locating paradox in our 
improvisational working processes: How can we teach without leading, 
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facilitate without imposing, author without encouraging imitation?  As we 
delivered workshops, improvisation became a tool whereby we sought to 
respond appropriately to our changing environment while remaining 
maximally alert.   
 
Improvisation requires assimilating knowledge through action, or, 
paradoxically: learning to do by doing.  During workshops with the 
children, the idea of improvisation called attention to the necessary 
performativity of our actions.  And Twig Dances developed from an 
improvisation score which poses a paradox as its research question.  In 
these activities we found improvising with paradox as a tactic that levels 
the ground of binarized thinking.  What if performing is the opposite of 
knowing?  Those kids in the corner are getting unruly…what if we include 
them, and include is the opposite of control? 
 
A proposition which seems absurd, contradictory or impossible, but which 
actually is or may be true, is a paradox.  In dance improvisation practice, 
paradox offers a way of associating seemingly dissonant elements in theory 
and action.  In Twig Dances I improvise with the idea of ‘becoming’ a tree, 
a practice which has paradox within it.  I call this ‘reflective paradox’ as it 
describes a seemingly contradictory situation.  I also use paradox within 
my score, as an instruction by which to relate myself to the tree: ‘What if 
every cell perceives and performs the unique dance of this plant?  What if 
my body understands this beach grass through moving it?’  I call this 
‘active paradox’ as it is a tactical disengagement with familiar modes of 
thinking in an effort to ignite basic sensory capacities1.  In ecological 
practice, active paradox can be used to undermine hierarchical notions and 
                                                 
1 See Emily Brady (1998) for a description of how imagination can enhance perceptual and aesthetic 
experiences of nature by facilitating modes of understanding through identification (pp. 143-44). 
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re-examine preconceptions, and to operate as a ‘plane of consistency’ 
whereby procedures of working do not pre-determine products.   
 
Deleuze and Guattari’s plane of consistency resists organization, acts as a 
location for flows, and  ‘does not pre-exist the movements of 
deterritorialisation that unravel it, the lines of flight that draw it and…the 
becomings that compose it’ (2003, p. 270).  ‘Consistency’ refers to 
connective movement, like a viscous substance which flows at different 
speeds and encompasses heterogeneities without imposing a solid structure. 
Kelly proposes that, within social practice art, an ‘attempt to retain 
practices in a certain consistency crucially works to open out different, as 
yet unknown futures for the ideas, concepts and activities described’ 
(2005).   
 
Used in improvisation as a license to practice sensing, active paradox can 
also function as a transversal activity, resisting categorization and operating 
with a consistency that enables its application to different situations.  
Scores of active paradox can position children as agents, support 
phenomenological enquiry, explore an environment through dancing, and 
establish improvisation as a research method. 
 
As a confident proclamation of intellectual uncertainty, Active paradox can offer a 
suspension of belief that enables new learning to take place. A tactic of paradox sets the 
stage for a playful and productive engagement with improvisation and environment, 
sharpening tools of perception and enabling bodily recognition of, and appropriate 
response to, ‘the other’.  
 
In the same year David Abrahm’s Spell of the Sensuous was published, 
Bronislaw Szerszynski (1996) argued that modernist divisions between 
language and world continue to trump the ability to prescribe ‘right’ 
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ecological action, as it underpins belief in an ultimately nihilistic world 
picture.  Szerszynski posits that the various strands of thought emerging 
from the modernist period must be acknowledged for their historical 
situation, and ways forward must address the modernist schism between 
language and the world.  Abrahm’s text, then, drew on Maurice Merleau-
Ponty’s phenomenological theories of engagement to forge a notion of 
experience whereby the world can be understood as having language 
beyond that which humans bestow upon it.  Through enhancing perception, 
argued Abrahm, we might come to comprehend what the non-human world 
articulates, and in this process come to a more nuanced understanding and 
responsive relationship with this world. 
 
Perception can be described as a lynchpin between scientific observation 
and creative practice, and as an action that implicates the active, sensing 
body with the environment, perceptual practices can also be said to be 
research methods toward ecological engagement. In an effort to illuminate 
both the rootedness of perception in bodily experience and the potential of 
the body to perceive differently (in different modes of engagement), 
Merleau-Ponty suggested we imagine and examine disruptions in our 
bodily habits of movement.  Merleau-Ponty suggests that understanding an 
object involves seeing it, not as an amalgamation of visual impressions, but 
as ‘a structure accessible to inspection by the body’ (1962, pp. 320, 369).  
He describes this inspection as a lived experience, and, drawing on Henri 
Bergson’s ideas of intuition, implies that the body has an instinctive, 
paradoxical tendency by which it links itself, in movement, to objects, ‘like 
a hand to an instrument’ (Merleau-Ponty 1963, p. 5).  To illuminate the 
paradox in bodily relationship with the world can be to break from a 
conditional, objectified understanding of action as mediated by 
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circumstances, but also to recognize the potential of the body to interpret or 
‘live’ the world in new ways. 
Improvisational scores for movement offer this possibility.   
 
What if, rather than my eyes seeing a juniper bush, every cell in my body 
perceives the bush and performs the possibility of its shapes in space and 
time?  What if the texture of this bush is explained through the movements 
of my feet?  What if the moisture of this bush pervades my body and 
produces a rhythm not located in any one part?  What if the smell, color, 
size and density of these berries offer themselves up as instructions for 
bodily description?  What if this bodily description is the opposite of 
familiar? 
 
Now the emerging discipline of eco-phenomenology claims that 
phenomenology’s methods offer needed, experience-based insights into our 
ecological situation and enable a study of the metaphysical and axiological 
dimensions of the interrelationship between organism and world (Brown 
and Toadvine 2003, p. xiii).  ‘Nature’ as a concept and entity in this 
discipline, is necessarily encountered by a subject exercising agency 
through inquiry.  Methods for this encounter are proposed by 
phenomenologists with an eye toward clarifying both the nature of an entity 
and the nature of our experience of that entity. 
 
An ecological paradox is then finding a way to make experiences possible 
through forms of practice which, while remaining improvisatory and alive, 
can be described and disseminated.  Here the TWIG Project offered a way 
of describing without defining ways of infiltrating and resisting diverse 
levels of social and economic space, encouraging the children to see, move 
and think in new ways as agents of transversal phenomena. 
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What shape does a plant make as it grows?  What rhythms do its leaf 
patterns remind us of?  What is the weird and wonderful way a flower 
unfurls or a seed ball explodes?  How interested can you be with your 
whole body? [Show Twig Dances in Nanling DVD excerpt 5.43 – 6.49] 
 
Seeing improvisation and ecological practice as paradoxical relieves both 
projects of weighty self-importance, and frees up a space for play. ‘By 
opening a little space for play, no matter how narrow its window, 
something is being dislocated’ writes Verena Conley (1997, p. 110), 
summarizing Michel De Certeau’s discussion of play in social space as a 
key contribution to poststructuralist notions of the environment.  For 
Conley, the dislocation offered by paradox enables ‘ecological practice’ to 
be individually experienced through improvisation, sensation, action and 
revision, rather than mandated through imposed definition.  
 
Ecologist Aldo Leopold has said that ‘a thing is right when it tends to 
preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community.  It is 
wrong when it tends otherwise’ (Drengson and Inoue 1995, p. 4).  Words 
such as these can be seen to offer limited definitions of what constitutes 
right and wrong action, ecologically.  Active paradox, however, can 
suspend moralistic or binarized logic and give a platform to perception at 
the surface, or a kind of a priori willingness to observe and respond to a 
range of crises or situations in the world at the point of our immediate 
contact with them. Working with the children to develop attention to local 
phenomena – butterflies, plants, floods, monkeys, road works - brought 
about material for dance improvisations that implicated us within the 
environment as perceivers and responders.   
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Dance artist Deborah Hay writes, ‘my body feels weightless in the presence of paradox’ 
(2000, p. 74).  Hay exemplifies active paradox when she uses an impossible task for 
many of her performance scores.  For example, in 1999 her year-long movement 
meditation called her to bypass perceived distance in both space and time.  The score 
was: 
 
What if my whole body at once has the potential to perceive here, spatially 
including everything I see and everything I can’t see, now, and now, and 
now?  What if Now is my past, present, and future here, here, and here? 
(2000, p. 104).   
 
As an active paradox, this score offers one way to circumvent the problem of dualities 
such as here versus there, now versus then, or soon versus now.  By constructing an 
open-ended riddle that presupposes the body’s movement to be a sufficient response to 
the question, Hay’s scores focus attention on the emerging realm of the possible: the 
‘what if?’. 
   
Chryssa Parkinson who works with Hay in performance development, takes the idea of 
paradox deep into her own teaching and working practices in order to focus on sensing.  
Workshops she teaches explore what happens when movement is performed not as a 
practice of seeking formal or image-based ideals, but as a task of exploring ‘perception 
of movement’ (Parkinson 2006, p. 43).  
 
Parkinson’s essay ‘Folding the field—Fielding the fold’ (2006, pp. 42-44) 
discusses and performs the conundrum of perception in dancing by 
introducing impossible juxtapositions as ideas and movement scores.  She 
notes how using active paradox in this way can relieve the struggle for 
getting something right (Parkinson 2006, p. 43).  
 
Parkinson notes that movement perception is often best practiced in 
situations of extreme simplification or, as in the case of paradoxical scores, 
extreme ‘overload’, where ‘performance scores based on impossibility 
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seem to allow the ideal-infested waters between failure and perfectionism 
to settle down and become a valuable, grounded working area’ (2006, p. 
43).  As such, impossible practices are useful in that their disruption of any 
preset reality invites any practitioner to return to their own perception with 
a heightened attention to movement.  What if the floor is front?  What if I 
perform movement that is explicit and unrecognizeable?   
 
Through these scores, movement, which Parkinson calls ‘a material field 
with a non-material nature’ (2006, p. 44), becomes the medium into which 
an attentive perceiver pours his attention.  The non-material nature of this 
field requires the practitioner to practice awareness of change, rather than 
focusing on static forms or ideas. Cognizant of their entry into, 
participation in and alteration of that field through performance, dancers 
can investigate the extent of their perception and learn how that brings 
about a finer understanding of their relationships with other things.  This 
practice of awareness of relationships through movement or change offers a 
starting place for eco-phenomenological participation. 
   
Parkinson’s essay focuses on several key points for returning to 
phenomenological (though she does not use this term) and perceptual 
understandings of movement while dancing.  These include returning to 
‘including (vs controlling), doing (vs interpreting), authoring (vs 
modeling), and sensing (vs searching)’ (Parkinson 2006, p. 42).  These 
practices relocate a dancer in her own perceptual sphere, inviting a 
scholarship practice that is active, engaged, awake, and responsibly willing 
to notice and try movement.  The terms require a deeper engagement with 
the movement tasks, one where the student is not beneath the task, but is 
alongside the teacher in an interested journey of perception and authorship.  
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This equal relationship facilitates learning that is more actively experienced 
and less passively accepted. 
 
In the case of improvisation, participation requires determining the scores, 
however simpler or complex, which will underpin the performance as an 
acknowledged basis for action.  Acknowledgement is the purpose of the 
improvisation score.  Andy Fisher, author of Ecopsychology describes the 
importance of ‘acknowledging the human-nature relationship as a 
relationship’ (2002, p. 8, emphasis mine) to developing meaningful 
interaction between oneself and the natural world.  By admitting the 
existence of this paradoxical relationship between humans and the natural 
world (paradoxical because as intellectuals we are compelled to articulate 
the obvious in order to engage with it) we can look more closely at how our 
actions create and affect this relationship.  
 
Like deep ecologists, Fisher declares that the psychological illnesses of our current 
global culture are largely due to the notion that the natural world is fundamentally 
separable from the human world, rather than functioning ‘as fellow beings or kin’ 
(2002, p. 8).  Without dictating the framework of the hugely contested human-nature 
relationship, a practical eco-phenomenology would seek to enable its practitioners to 
research the possibility of such claims firsthand.  Toward building such a practice, 
paradox can serve to establish such an indeterminate and questioning stance toward the 
human/nature relationship. 
 
Examples in dance improvisation evidence this.  Deborah Hay supposes her 
body to have a kind of ‘wisdom’ in its ability to respond to paradoxical 
scenarios.  Similarly, ‘What if I perceive and dance the unique character of 
this plant, here and now?’ is the score I use for my Twig Dances.  To be a 
tree is impossible, yet asking myself how I might be a tree and how its 
patterns of growth would manifest in my body through movement is the 
underlying question that generates Twig Dances as a form of observation. 
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A Twig Dance then presents a chance for an ‘ecological’ exchange between my study 
subject and myself because it furnishes the conditions for full-bodied perception and 
immediate relationship-through-response to take place.  By performing a score of 
paying attention to trees in public environments, Twig Dances present guerilla 
character studies of often-overlooked plant species.  During the journey to China with 
the TWIG Project, I performed Twig Dances regularly in urban, rural and village 
locations that we passed through.  
 
 
         
1. Twig Dance: Maple tree, Red Square* 2. Twig Dance: Maple tree, Red Square 
                                                 
* Photos by Richard Sarco-Thomas, 2006. 
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3. Onlooker, Twig Dance: Maple tree, Red Square 
    
5. Onlooker, Twig Dance: Maple tree, Red Square  
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7. Twig Dance: Unknown Deciduous Tree, Beijing Park of the Sun Palace 
 
9. Twig Dance: Unknown Deciduous Tree, Beijing Park of the Sun Palace 
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10. Twig Dance: Unknown Deciduous Tree, Beijing Park of the Sun Palace 
 
11. Onlookers to Twig Dance in Beijing Park of the Sun Palace 
 
Through ‘trying on’ the imaginary clothes of a plant’s form, qualities and movement, a 
Twig Dance performs the paradoxical possibility of shared likenesses between human 
and plant body.  
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The proposition is ridiculous and impossible, but it is the lively act of practicing this 
active paradox that serves as research into our relationships with things. I try on the 
sensation of growing buds pushing through the tips of twigs, or a taproot burrowing 
into rocky soil.  I create a collapsed space in which my human body can try on sensual 
identification with a plant body, ‘feeling’ the effects of rooting, twisting, leaning, 
leafing, opening, swaying growth.  My practice of ‘becoming’ denies power to any idea 
that we know what a human body is and can do, or that we objectively know what a 
plant body can do.  I take Spinoza on board, who in 1677 claimed ‘We know not what a 
body can do’.  I remember Elizabeth Grosz describing Nietzsche: ‘a philosophy shows 
itself in what it enables bodies to do’ (Grosz 1994, p. 127).  I propose a third 
possibility: by embodying parts of the environment we can learn what many different 
bodies can do.  Twig Dances requires the dancer to imagine the corporeal sensations of 
a particular tree, improvising a scenario of intersubjectivity through identification.  I 
research what happens when I imagine that my body understands what it is to feel 
inside the body of a tree.  The practice of this improvisation score denies that the human 
body is incapable of interpreting perceptual languages of non-human bodies through 
immediate response.  Thus, performing a Twig Dance is action research:  through the 
body I research the possibility of being an intelligent environment in order to perceive 
the body as just that: an intelligent environment acting within a wider intelligent 
environment.  
 
Marking these sensations-through-action in performance makes an imprint upon space 
and time, a mark for an audience to see and a heightened impression of my findings.  A 
watching public reinforces the reflective potential of the phenomenological act.  As with 
the TWIG Project, the transversal artwork lives through such unprecedented acts in 
unexpected settings. 
 
Taking paradox into practice in order to access perception, improvisation offers a 
useful method of action research in both biological and cultural environments.  In Twig 
Dances and the TWIG Project, improvisation, as a method of engaging with a variety of 
contexts, proved an essential part of the transversal methods of ‘ecological’ research, 
offering a means for experience-based observation, reflection and action.   
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Malaika Sarco-Thomas lectures in choreography at University College Falmouth.  This 
paper is an adaptation of a chapter from her PhD thesis ‘Twig Dances: Improvisation 
Performance as Ecological Practice’. 
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Improvising in Ruyang: 
Community Art as Ecological Practice 
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Planting a tree in the garden of Ruyang Primary School, Guangdong. 
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Abstract  
This study reports on the activities of the improvisation-based project 
TWIG: Together We Integrate Growth, which developed as a community 
initiative to facilitate ecological awareness through creative activities.  It 
analyses the TWIG Project as a model for practices of social, mental and 
natural ecology, as defined by Felix Guattari (2000) and in terms of its 
ability to use improvisation as a method for developing individual bodily 
perception and generating community interest in conservation of the local 
environment.  Drawing parallels between TWIG’s improvisatory program 
and Michel de Certeau’s notion of “play” as an act of political resistance, 
this article suggests that ecological practice necessarily engages multiple 
aspects of individuals, their communities, and the surrounding 
environment. 
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Improvising in Ruyang:  
Community Art as Ecological Practice 
 
 
This analysis describes the TWIG Project as an example of a community-
based arts initiative which uses improvisation practice as a tool for 
facilitating ecological awareness.  In this case “improvisation” refers to a 
collection of awareness practices that frame one’s relationship to other 
people and objects in space and time.  I use ideologies outlined by Felix 
Guattari in The Three Ecologies to suggest that improvisation can act as a 
method for engaging people and making art in cross-cultural situations. 
 
 
Buddha and snail, calligraphy at Guangdong Monastery  
 
 
 
1. The TWIG Project in China   
 
In May 2006 at the invitation of Vitamin Creative Space gallery in 
Guangzhou, China, my collaborator Richard Thomas and I set out from 
England to create an ecological art project with the Ruyang village 
community in Guangdong province.  Having determined it would be 
contradictory to burn extra fossil fuel in taking a flight to China for an 
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“ecological” art project, we decided to travel over land, hitchhiking from 
Devon, England to Poland and then taking trains through Belarus, Russia 
and Mongolia into China.  We also decided that in order to make the 
journey a contribution rather than an acquisitive venture, we would plant 
trees and give free public performances with trees along our route.  Naming 
the project TWIG: Together We Integrate Growth reflected our goal to 
contribute to the “greening of the environment and the greening of human 
sensibilities” (Sarco and Thomas 2006) along every step of our journey.  
We chose this name for its double meaning: in addition to the common 
understanding of a “twig” as a branch or shoot from a tree or shrub, in the 
U.K. “to twig” is also an informal way of saying  “to understand or realize 
something” (Encarta English Dictionary, 2001).   
 
Under the umbrella of my PhD research into dance improvisation as a practice of 
ecology, TWIG represented an opportunity to use improvisational processes to make art 
for and with diverse groups of people.  Richard and I brought our abilities together in 
order to shape the goals of the project.  Richard, a skilled social worker, martial artist, 
visual artist and gardener brought his knowledge of the outdoors to the project; I 
brought my skills in teaching, contemporary dance performance and improvisation.  
Entering into the project with several key questions, we engaged various communities 
along our route as a way of practically researching how art making might be a tool for 
facilitating ecological awareness.  Our questions included: 
 
*How can art making be a practice of ecology?   
*How can dance improvisation performances, given outdoors and in public 
places, draw attention to trees or plants?  
*How can we teach perception of our environment to schoolchildren in order to 
facilitate a respect for living things?   
*How can art lessons and dance lessons serve to hone our skills in perception? 
*How can ecological principles provide a framework for political awareness and 
intercultural exchange?   
 
Two main practices crystallized in response to these questions.  First, the free public 
dance performances that became known as Twig Dances developed into a performance 
practice that uses dance improvisation as a way of describing and calling attention to 
an individual tree or plant.  In a Twig Dance I take the growth structure and patterns of 
a plant as a blueprint for movement in a deliberate performance for any watching 
audience.  Second, we offered free workshops in art and ecology to groups of local 
schoolchildren along our route.  In Poland we visited three different schools and in 
China our project crescendoed into a six-week long workshop venture that involved 136 
children from Ruyang village situated next to the protected Nanling National Forest 
Park. By observing the outdoors and practicing painting, drawing, rhythm and dancing 
we developed our sensibilities toward patterns, qualities and characteristics of plants 
and animals of the local ecosystem.   
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Red flowers in Nanling Forest      Improvising with different qualities. 
 
Interacting on a daily basis with the children through these activities and in 
conversation we also began to challenge fixed ideas about ourselves, about one another 
and about our environment.  For example, asking someone to draw a potted plant 
placed before them would often yield a hasty rendition of a generic “plant”, revealing 
how little we truly look at another object. Through time and careful observation the 
children would begin to see finer detail and more complexity in the object. Together we 
facilitated a learning environment that encouraged this careful observation through 
respect for others (both human and nonhuman) and through honesty in our individual 
responses to living things and to one another.   
 
In these sessions with the children we developed a final performance held in the local 
village theater, attended by 300-plus residents, and produced an art exhibition of the 
children’s work.  Additionally Richard recreated one child’s plant drawing as a mural 
on the side of the local natural history museum building, and we created an art video, 
“Twig Dances in Nanling” in which children on the program performed dance 
improvisations with plants in the Nanling Forest.   
 
Reflecting upon the TWIG Project in Ruyang offers a number of suggestions for how 
making art with communities might serve to facilitate awareness of ecological 
principles.  Using Felix Guattari’s definitions of ecology put forward in The Three 
Ecologies, I will suggest that TWIG Project offered examples of routes toward 
practicing mental, social and natural ecologies for participants and villagers of Ruyang 
mountain community. 
 
 
2. Guattari’s Ecologies: Collective and Individual Perspectives 
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Felix Guattari’s self-proclaimed aim in writing The Three Ecologies is to 
“counter the pervasive atmosphere of dullness and passivity” (2000, p. 69) 
in order to ignite creative autonomy in individuals and counteract the 
ecological crisis of our time.  Similarly, the TWIG Project aimed to inspire 
self-confidence and creative initiative among children of Ruyang, thereby 
building a foundation upon which they might act as responsible agents of 
their social, mental and natural environments.  Sharing their artwork with 
the larger village community offered another opportunity to express their 
collective and individual perspectives.  While creating a space for these 
perspectives to feature, TWIG Project also acted as a lens, revealing the 
impact of culture and class upon our attitudes toward the environment.  
 
The project shaped Richard’s and my perspectives as well.  By seeing more closely how 
life situations and economic imperatives influence the landscape and people of China 
and other countries TWIG passed through, we also became aware of how our own 
cultural backgrounds have molded our viewpoints and actions. This awareness also 
helped me to see Twig Dances and improvisation performances as examples of ‘social 
ecology’, that reach out to groups of people through a deliberate practice.  Both aspects 
of performing including dancing for an audience and teaching—proved useful ways of 
sharing dance improvisation as ecological practice.   
 
My own perspectives on ecology and contemporary dance were made 
possible in part as a result of my upbringing in the United States, where 
both my national culture and my family valued a certain kind of 
individualism and encouraged me in the pursuit of academic and 
interdisciplinary interests in the liberal arts tradition.  My ability to 
question how I might contribute to the health of the biosphere through 
dancing and to create a four-year research project out of such a query has 
been made possible by funding from the Jack Kent Cooke Foundation, 
which named me a graduate fellow in 2002.  Given these privileged 
circumstances, my interest in so-called “ecological practice” was voluntary, 
and a direct result of the space, time and freedom the financial support of 
my fellowship gave me.  Had I been homeless, hungry or in danger as a 
great deal of the world’s population are at this moment, my aspirations 
toward “a practice of ecology” could not have been so methodical, literary 
or academic.  For working people around the world who live a basic 
existence of daily labor for survival, aspirations toward “ecological 
practice” are seen as irrelevant unless they can offer tangible benefits to 
their practitioners.  If teaching or performing “dance improvisation as a 
practice of ecology” is to be relevant on a global scale, it must be 
accessible to a wide range of audiences, and meaningful on more than just 
a theoretical level.  The TWIG Project’s journey to China offered a wide 
range of challenging circumstances by which to test the potential of dance 
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improvisation performance as and art-making as an demonstration of 
ecological principles accessible to diverse range of people and cultures.   
 
For example, when the TWIG Project traveled through Poland and gave its 
first series of workshops and performances for schoolchildren, we were 
planting trees in schoolyards surrounded by countryside bursting with 
forests; our “ecological” message seemed nearly out of place to these 
farming children; Poland was perhaps the greenest country we traveled 
through on our entire journey.  Even the Polish family we stayed with 
tended an impeccable garden from which they ate most of their daily food.  
In many ways these people were already living very close to the land, 
farming in a sustainable, low impact way.  In the school we visited in the 
Polish town of Ilawa, the children knew more about the concepts of 
ecology and global warming, yet their practical familiarity with the 
countryside was less.  The majority of these urban students appeared 
economically and academically privileged but less savvy in naming the 
trees and birds native to their area.  Conversely the majority of rural 
students appeared less privileged but more comfortable interacting with 
their rural environment.  
 
 
Tree-planting at Grommotte Primary School, Poland 
 
We came into both kinds of these communities and began talking about 
global warming, personal responsibility, individual action, and creative 
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response.  We talked with the children about planting and caring for trees, 
and about the ecological value of forests on a global scale.  In a way, this 
speech felt redundant because these people were already surrounded by so 
much greenery and for many of them farming was a basic way of life.  Yet 
there was another kind of ecological practice which our visit suggested, a 
kind of “mental ecology” which Guattari talks about (and which I will 
describe further in a moment) and which may have been proposed by 
TWIG’s unusual dance performance in the schoolyard on those few days.  
The dance that I gave with the maple tree we planted in the schoolyard was 
a different thing for most of these schoolchildren to see; it was a new 
concept to dance with a tree.  Also, dance without music was a strange 
idea, met with curiosity and some incredulity.  By subverting these 
conventions, Twig Dances suggested different possible ways of relating to 
sound, movement, and to the natural world. 
 
 
Twig Dance at Ilawa Primary School, Poland 
 
The degree to which TWIG Project activities and Twig Dances represented 
radical ecological action can also be seen as a matter of class and cultural 
perspective.  For many of the schoolchildren we performed for in Poland, 
for example, the idea of planting trees and of dancing with trees was 
unusual and unprecedented.  For Richard and myself, the radical aspect of 
what we were doing derived from the grassroots level of our interactions 
with people, and how we were approaching the project: with a handful of 
core questions and a general intention of positive contribution.  This 
CXXXVII 
deviated from a traditional model of having a concrete plan to follow 
before embarking on such an involved journey.  It also challenged the idea 
that positive environmental action must only be implemented from a top-
down, governmentally issued model.  Instead the nature of our project 
suggested that individuals can be inspired in simple ways to make positive 
concrete contributions to their immediate and larger surroundings, by 
planting trees, for example.  Individual contribution is one aspect of 
practice that “eco-subjects” (Conley 1997, p. 98), or ecologically interested 
people, must engage in to resituate themselves in relation to the 
hierarchical powers that be.  In his book The Three Ecologies Felix 
Guattari refers to this as “reterritorializing” oneself.   
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3. Mental Ecology: Re-territorializing as Eco-Subjects 
 
“Eco-subjects” is a term Verena Andermatt Conley (1997, p. 98) uses to 
describe the people Guattari sees as necessary to an ecological revolution 
characterized by personal agency or “creative autonomy” (Guattari 2000, p. 
69).  Guattari’s definition of ecology is tripartite and comprises mental 
ecology, social ecology and natural ecology, where each of these 
“ecologies” is geared toward constructing another culture that is evolving 
through individual participation and action.  Accordingly, he advocates 
ecology as a practice that includes “the articulation of: a nascent 
subjectivity; a constantly mutating socius; [and] an environment in the 
process of being reinvented” (2000, p. 68) as a path toward overcoming the 
limitations of our current crisis-laden hierarchical world system.  In a close 
reading of The Three Ecologies, Verena Andermatt Conley explains how 
Guattari urges people to “ think less…in relation to subjects and objects 
than to a territory that is more mental than physical in its articulation.  Eco-
subjects can deterritorialize and reterritorialize themselves continuously.” 
(Conley 1997, p. 98).  Reterritorialization aligns with the TWIG Project’s 
aims to 1) bring dance improvisation performance into situations beyond 
the circles of educated dancers, dance enthusiasts, critics, presenters, and 
experts; and 2) bring practices of ecology into situations beyond the circles 
of educated ecologists, ecology enthusiasts, philosophers, publishers and 
experts.   
 
As a practice, ecology according to Guattari requires a high “degree of 
creative autonomy” in order to act as “catalyst for a gradual reforging and 
renewal of humanity’s confidence in itself starting at the most miniscule 
level.” (Guattari 2000, p. 69).  Such “creative autonomy” also translates 
into the personal agency which I reference as the core element of dance 
improvisation practices that encourage the dancer’s ability to access a sense 
of his relationship with his body, space, time and things.  Performing one’s 
personal agency through the body’s movement in relation to things as 
simple as people and trees on a city street, for example, is one way of 
implementing this agenda of creative autonomy on “the most miniscule 
level” of the body.   
 
Verena Andermatt Conley wisely asks how one might effect the changes 
called upon by Guattari:  
 
The implicit question asks how we might bring about existential 
mutations that would remedy the situation, how we can be 
enabled to disengage ourselves from dominant cultural values, 
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and how we can construct another culture.  How do we, in 
Guattari’s words, deterritorialize and reterritorialize ourselves? 
(Conley 1997, p. 95). 
 
Twig Dances performed as part of the TWIG Project offer several 
responses to Conley’s question.  As one example of our ecological 
principles in action, TWIG sought to re-territorialize performance 
practices.  Rather than gearing dance performances to paying audiences in 
theaters, TWIG gave free and unannounced dance performances on the 
streets of towns and villages we traveled through.  Twig Dances on street 
corners, train station platforms, and sidewalks acted as a research method 
into the usefulness of improvisation performance as a way of generating 
interest in the natural world and bringing dance improvisation performance 
to unusual and unlikely locations and people.  I used my own senses to 
determine the affects my practice had on passersby, and also recorded the 
performances by video and photograph in order to see the event from a 
different perspective.   
 
A steady stream of people from all walks of life passes by as I dance with 
this maple tree near Red Square in Moscow. 
 
Red square, dancing aware.  
Pigeons hunt, policemen stare.  
Maple tree moment  
Slows down the flow  
of business people busying by. 
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Red Square Maple 1  Red Square Maple 2  Red Square Maple 3 
 
Richard is snapping photos as I dance.  I am examining how this tree 
grows: slightly wrinkled skin, strong branches, sturdy limbs arcing over the 
square fenced-in planter it’s been placed in.  Regardless of the throngs of 
people, it grows out, upwards toward the sun and spreads out its greenery 
wide…These leaves are pointed, flat-surfaced, and grow outward in strong 
veined flaps of pointed green; I can feel my response in pointing fingertips 
as my arms reach out and up, swaying slightly in the tickle of a breeze.  I 
can feel the turgidity of these leaves, strong centers and slightly floppier 
bat-wing style webbing between them; my skin stretches across my 
shoulders in response, and I can see a young Russian businesswoman 
looking at me.  I look back at her as the tree might, indiscriminate but 
aware, acknowledging her acknowledging me, including rather than 
controlling or suggesting anything with my gaze.  She continues to stare, a 
dubious look upon her face…flick!  I flip my torso toward and away from 
the tree in a leaf-flapping manoeuver (Sarco 2006).   
 
Looking at the pictures from the dance I performed near the Red Square in 
Moscow, I can more closely scrutinize the faces of the people who were my 
audience.  The place I chose to dance was not a tourist zone; it was outside 
the Red Square and near a metro entrance, on a wide sidewalk that was 
walked by many different kinds of people.  There was almost no commercial 
activity along that stretch which is one reason I chose it—people passing 
there had little distraction as they passed from A to B except a dozen or so 
young trees.  The faces show surprise, interest, disbelief, confusion and 
other expressions that lie somewhere between these but perhaps are not 
accurately named.   
 
My own experience as a white American woman dancing in the Red Square 
is mixed; will I be called out as attracting attention in an unauthorized 
activity?  Will I be ignored as a lunatic?  Will I be seen as foreign or will my 
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Ukrainian features advertise me as Russian?  I bring my own agenda to this 
act, which spectators likely see as difficult to categorize: I have not invited 
a dance audience to witness my performance, and I have not posted a sign 
advertising my activity.  This ambiguity creates the space for a different 
kind of event to take place: unusual and outside familiar territories of 
definition. 
 
A trio of men in army uniforms pass, gazes intent on me as I dance.  My 
movements are not pretty; my face is focused on embodying the tree’s 
character, which is intent on growing, not on being flashy. Are the men 
alarmed? Bemused?  I do not sense aggression but am aware of the 
situation: me, a foreigner, engaged in a strange act in the public center of 
Moscow.  I include them in my gaze but do not alter the rhythm of my 
movement.   
 
 
Red Square Maple 4 
 
Because when performing a Twig Dance I am not asking for money, or 
qualifying my dance with some sort of request for support, and because I 
choose public spaces without direct associations to commerce or 
entertainment (the only requirement is that a tree be prominently located 
there) I am positing an unusual relationship between people and trees in an 
urban or humanized environment:  I reterritorialize myself in relation to the 
spectators when I perform to unpaying, unsuspecting audience members; I 
reterritorialize my body in relation to the tree by focusing my performance 
on it (rather than seeing a tree as a decorative object of scenery to be passed 
by or ignored I study it by dancing its suggested score); furthermore, I 
reterritorialize improvisation performance as an event which can happen on 
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a city street as easily as a country road or a suburban park2, and which can 
invite the attention of people from any class or cultural background, 
creating the conditions for a non-hierarchical audience-performer 
relationship. 
 
 
4. Social Ecology and Intercultural Exchange 
 
Guattari writes that “Social ecology will have to work towards rebuilding human 
relations at every level of the socius” (2000, p.  49), and particularly in ways that 
undermine the hegemony of “Integrated World Capitalism” or post-industrial 
capitalism in all its guises.  Toward this goal TWIG Project used improvisation as a 
tool for conducting our workshops. 
 
By respecting and paying attention to each other as people with important differences 
as well as commonalities, TWIG Project practiced social ecology in its work with 
children in Ruyang.  Rather than imposing a common goal for the project’s outcome we 
worked instead to create a workshop environment that accommodated the uniqueness of 
each participant while also recognizing tendencies common to each cultural 
background.   
 
In line with Guattari’s emphasis on recognizing the influence of Integrated World 
Capitalism on many levels of everyday life, TWIG Project aimed to widen skills of 
perception in order to train ourselves to understand relationships between organisms 
and people on levels economic, biological, and cultural.  This required acknowledging 
the cultural differences between Richard and myself as twenty- and thirty-something 
Westerners and the Chinese children we worked with; additionally this required 
acknowledging the ability of our work with the children to produce another kind of 
cultural community in which our common goals included becoming more interested and 
perceptive members of the living environment. 
 
                                                 
2 This is not to overlook the presence or influence of site-specific performance on the 
field of dance or the larger world, merely to point out that for a large majority of the 
public worldwide, seeing dance on the street in a situation which is not familiarly 
related to a celebration, entertainment or money-seeking venture (i.e. busking or street 
performing) is still an unusual occurrence.   
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The Green Group 
 
Toward the goal of widening our perception to include happenings in the 
social as well as natural environment, we asked ourselves how can an 
improviser’s ecological awareness incorporate political awareness?  How 
can improvisation practices present us with an opportunity to usefully 
acknowledge what is going on in the bigger picture in order to link the 
personal to the political—to relate creative acts such as dancing to the 
wider actuality of current global economic, cultural and environmental 
events?  And finally we asked, how effectively did TWIG Project embody 
these goals whilst also addressing the cultural differences and disparities of 
privilege so present throughout our interactions with the people we worked 
with, both in and en route to China?  We used these questions to 
contextualize TWIG Project within a larger frame of world events, 
concluding that our goal of developing perception in all participants was in 
line with developing the responsible agency described by Guattari.   
 
To begin, it can be argued that ecological awareness is contingent upon 
political and economic awareness.  Andrew Simms makes just this 
argument in his book, Ecological Debt (2005), which details how the 
global environmental crisis is a direct result of the richest countries taking 
advantage of the poorest countries.  
 
Andrew Simms draws a direct parallel between the global economy and the 
environmental crisis in his book, Ecological Debt (2005) which holds rich 
nations responsible for the causes of global warming.  His findings 
underscore the importance of political awareness to any ecological agenda, 
and as such support TWIG Project’s goal to bridge cultural and class 
divides as a central component of its work.  Simms suggests that as part of 
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a plan to remedy both the environmental crisis and global economic 
disparities, rich nations should pay underdeveloped nations a compensation 
fee for using more than their fair share of the atmosphere as a carbon 
dioxide dump.  Simms argues that the economic inequalities among nations 
are directly related to the environmental liberties (read: trespasses) taken by 
rich nations and that both problems can be addressed by remedial political 
action involving international debt cancellation and adherence to stricter 
development codes for industry.  Simms’ economic analysis of the global 
environmental crisis is useful to understanding how the world economic 
system might be responsible for the differences in environmental policy 
among nations, and how business and legislature geared toward generating 
wealth has impacted upon both the environment and oppressed social 
groups.  It offers a way of looking at the situation of the people in Ruyang 
village, where the TWIG Project gave its most in-depth workshop, as a 
direct result of the international economy.   
 
 
Ruyang village, next to Nanling Mountains 
 
Wanting to respond at an individual, grassroots level to the environmental crisis, TWIG 
aimed its workshop offerings primarily to children in developing regions of the world.  
The village of Ruyang in the Pearl River Delta Region of Guangdong was a particularly 
interesting area in which to initiate an ecological art project due to the rapid 
industrialization beginning to affect the region.  Living in Ruyang was also an 
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experience that elucidated for us the pressures of the global economy upon the lives and 
environment of China’s working class, who made up the majority of the village. 
 
 
Granddaughter and grandmother in Ruyang village 
 
For example, the village population is composed almost entirely of elderly 
people and young or school-aged children.  Nearly all the parents of 
working age live in labor quarters of the factories they worked in, leaving 
the grandparents to rear the children in the village.  It is normal for a child 
to see his or her parent or parents (married couples do not always work 
together in the same factory and sometimes lived hundreds of miles apart) 
only once or twice a year.  Of course, the factories providing these jobs and 
conditions are most often the multinational industries producing cheap 
goods for Western countries’ consumption.  Furthermore, these industries 
frequently build in China because of its lenient environmental legislation 
for businesses, making the country famous for its growing industry-related 
pollution (Reuters 2008).  As a result, the people living in Ruyang are quite 
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dependent upon the income from nearby factories for their livelihood, and 
many view the escalating development of the area as a good thing.  
However, Ruyang borders Nanling National Forest Park, one of the largest 
areas of untouched forest in Guangdong province, and the encroaching 
industry from surrounding areas threatens the wilderness with 
development.  With TWIG we aimed to cultivate in the children of Ruyang 
an equal appreciation for the natural local environment, in order to spark a 
greater sense of pride in and care for their relatively intact wilderness 
surroundings.  In this way we sought to transcend cultural differences to 
identify care for our environment as an omni-cultural concern. 
 
Like TWIG, Simms’ book also prioritizes environmental health as the 
lynchpin to other global problems; it describes how global environmental 
health is the single most pressing current issue and simultaneously the most 
effective means of combating social and economic disparity.  His book 
brings the environment to the forefront of consideration in international 
policy, highlighting how international policy that values capitalism as 
economic growth is the single biggest obstacle to working to combat global 
warming.  Because the structures of international banking operate in a way 
that implicitly underprioritize the environment and makes social justice a 
back-burner issue, Simms states that to reign in global warming, 
international governing bodies must agree to address social and ecological 
imbalances on a global scale, thus requiring commitments by polluting rich 
countries to pay off their ecological debt to poor countries. 
 
On first glance Simms’ analysis seems to spell helplessness for individuals.  Its scathing 
review of governmental behavior is directed at people in power, and Simms’ suggestion 
for rectifying the global crisis is a top-down strategy.  But a second take of this 
information can bring about a kind of clarity—an acknowledgement that governmental 
trends are generally not trustworthy or timely and therefore, ‘if you want something 
done right, do it yourself.’  Such was the nature of TWIG’s attitude of personal agency 
in response to the environmental crisis.  TWIG’s “everyday” approach of planting trees 
with the children and teaching skills of observation through improvisation and drawing 
seems a fitting match to the description of mental ecology as described by Guattari.  
Guattari’s words “nascent subjectivity” (2000, p. 68) used to describe mental ecology 
could also describe improvisational process: 
in TWIG’s activities of drawing or dancing one’s observation about a plant, for 
example, improvisation offered a route by which to perform an evolving subjective 
experience of relationship. 
 
Similar to the individually subversive activities outlined by Michel de 
Certeau, in The Practice of Everyday Life”, “play” as an everyday practice 
comprises another interpretation of a practice of mental ecology.   
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Time for “Tree” 
 
TWIG focused on simple, playful activities to engage children’s 
sensibilities toward their environment on an immediate, bodily level.  
Verena Andermatt Conley, whose close reading of Michel de Certeau’s 
work seeks to highlight the nascent ecological principles therein, has this to 
say about the steps one must take, according to de Certeau, to engage in 
ecological practice: 
 
“Through the study it becomes clear for the reader that a double 
polarity of ecological practice inheres in de Certeau’s vision.  
One must, first, decompress, by countering the cult of 
information, open and make habitable a chosen space.  Second, 
the First World must express compassion for, and solidarity 
with, those who do not “have” by remembering what ecology 
has taught us about interconnectedness and pressure relations 
rather than simple organic composition.  Third, the First and 
Third Worlds must thus seek to meet on common grounds in 
such a way that complexities of interconnectedness replace the 
former dyad of self and other.” (Conley 1997, p. 115). 
 
Conley’s mention of ‘common grounds” upon which the developed and 
underdeveloped nations must meet seems fitting to the goals of TWIG, 
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which also included creating a “chosen space” in which children could be 
encouraged to observe and respond to the natural world in creative and 
individual ways, thus “countering the cult of information” by perceptive 
experience.  Additionally, TWIG emphasized bridging the gulf between 
humans and nonhumans by striving to meet the natural world on similar 
common ground.  Playfulness characterized this common ground as we 
encouraged the children to be alive to their senses as learning tools. 
 
Richard’s and my position as Western foreigners enabled us somewhat to 
create this chosen space; because we were strange in many ways to the 
customs and culture of Ruyang we had the advantage of being able to 
cultivate a new space—common to us and to the children—in which we 
could gather to learn, move, paint, draw and talk.  Our translators worked 
hard to transfer our ideas from English into Mandarin, creating yet another 
challenge to direct understanding between ourselves and the children.  Yet, 
perhaps because of our special situation as foreigners, we were able to 
introduce “radical” ideas—such as dancing with plants—to the children, and 
were met with their total curiosity and interest.  In our chosen space, many 
new things became possible. 
 
                
         Painting Rocks    Playing with waves of 
movement 
 
De Certeau’s proposition that ecology can only be practiced in a way that 
brings the “First and Third Worlds” together to illustrate the “complexities 
of interconnectedness” grounds the idea that TWIG’s work in art and 
ecology made the most sense when instigated in a cross-cultural, cross-
class context.   By initiating the workshop activities in Ruyang, and 
becoming part of the local community for the two months we lived there, 
our awareness grew about the importance of class and cultural placement to 
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the readiness of any individual to engage in ecological practice.  For 
instance, in China we noticed that the school-age children we worked with 
in the TWIG Project were loath to show signs of individualism or 
creativity, and were much more comfortable conforming to familiar rules 
or obeying authority.  This was evident from our first workshops with the 
children in Nanling, and is recorded in our personal notebooks:  
 
9 July 2006.  When we invited the children to make their own 
rules for the duration of the course we were met with bored 
silence, almost as if they didn’t understand at all what we were 
asking of them.  Perhaps the translation was difficult for them 
but in each age group of children we encountered similar 
reactions, from eager excitement in game playing to listlessness 
when we asked them to join us in considering a serious 
proposition. […]  
 
2 August 2006.  The Green group today was in top form.  We 
had a special guest Emily who taught them an ancient Chinese 
poem by call and response, which is apparently a teaching 
technique they are familiar with, because all the children 
straightened up and put their whole selves into enthusiastically 
calling back the short verses that Emily called out to them.  
According to our translator Elena they are quite used to learning 
by call and response in school and so this likely accounts for 
their enthusiasm for something a bit familiar amidst all our 
unfamiliar activities and requests. […]  
 
10 August 2006.  We collected the children’s art notebooks 
today and were able to flip through them to look at the 
progression of each person through the six weeks.  It is amazing 
to see the quantity of similar drawings toward the beginning of 
the course, when instances of children copying off of each other 
were high.  Toward the end of the course, this lessened, and we 
began to see real progression in certain children’s drawing 
styles and in their ability to look closely at a plant. (Sarco and 
Thomas 2007).   
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Orchid  
 
Aloe  
 
Perhaps these observations about the children’s discomfort with creating 
rules can be explained by the differences in Chinese schooling and its use 
of repetition and emphasis on rote obedience rather than the more European 
values of creativity and originality; perhaps lack of confident individual 
initiative can similarly be put down to cultural expectations of social and 
political conformity.  I can only speculate on possible causes, and observe 
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how these children’s capacity for original artwork increased dramatically 
over the course of the six weeks we worked with them; evidently the 
workshop opened up the potential for a whole range of previously 
unexplored ways of looking, drawing and moving for many.  Children who 
copied their neighbor’s still life drawings in week one were creating their 
own original sketches in week six.  Children who previously knew nothing 
about “dance improvisation” were performing their own Twig Dances by 
the end of the summer.  Richard and I benefited equally from the exchange.  
Particularly, communicating across the language barrier (even though we 
had translators) taught us to use our whole body to illustrate an idea and to 
listen more thoroughly to others without the aid of verbal comprehension.  
 
These learning experiences for all parties were made possible by the 
“common ground” we created together with the children.  Bringing the 
ideas of exploration and collaboration into the center of our lesson plans 
enabled us to facilitate a two-way exchange of ideas.  TWIG also integrated 
different activities—such as observing bugs and drawing, or observing 
flowers and dancing, for example—that are not normally practiced in situ.  
That our goals for this project reached across the scope of both the “great 
outdoors” and the art studio made group sessions into an exceptional space 
for studying interconnectedness.  Richard and I thought of several other 
possible influences that were at work in making the workshops into 
effective learning environments in this respect.   
 
One possible reason for the popularity of the project is that our local 
identity as foreigners afforded us a kind of celebrity status to the children, 
already making our actions appear larger than life.  Whatever we did and 
wherever we went, we had an audience, and when the children showed up 
to TWIG sessions, they were eager and ready to learn.  Many children were 
so enthusiastic to be there that they arrived thirty to forty minutes before 
class started.  So our status as foreigners could be one reason that the 
children responded so fully to the work we did in the sessions.   
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Malaika and Richard instigating classroom antics 
 
Another reason could be that what we were asking the children to do was 
unprecedented, to both us and to them.  For example, when I taught 
techniques for Twig Dances to a group of children, the resulting 
performances, which were filmed and made into a DVD as part of an art 
exhibition in Beijing, were markedly individual.  The solos, duets and trio 
that emerged from the project showed very little evidence of the copying 
we had seen in children at the beginning of the course.  Dance with a plant?  
Why not?  Because there are no preconceptions about this activity to fall 
back on or imitate, each child had to create their own response to the 
problem, and this resulted in a whole range of unparalleled improvisations.   
 
 
4. Natural Ecology as Interactive Relationship 
 
In the long term, we saw the project as benefiting the children by giving 
them a broader understanding of their own effects on their environment, 
and the effects of their environment on them.  Ideally it gave them the 
foundation of a lifelong interest in interconnectedness and a sense of their 
ability to cultivate an active relationship with the environment instead of 
feeling separate.   
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Painting weather mandalas 
 
As I mentioned briefly, the influence of ideas traveled both ways; from the 
children we learned much about attention and interest—what keeps our 
interest when we are learning became a focus of our workshop sessions as 
we sought to strike a balance between “working” and “having fun” within 
our art projects.  Furthermore, collaboration between ourselves and the 
children created a multi-noded exchange accessible to audiences beyond 
the classroom we worked in, in the form of our final performance and also 
the “Twig Dances in Nanling” DVD which we produced in our time there.  
The satisfaction of unison was another point driven home by the children’s 
enthusiasm.  Certain familiar rhymes, rhythms and songs we created during 
the workshop were performed with gusto during the final performance, 
demonstrating the assurance and clarity available through unison group 
activities.  Through all these sessions, however, our collaboration across 
cultural “otherness” provided a space or common ground in which 
expectations were suspended to a certain degree, enabling the children, 
Richard and me to “play” with the situation and improvise our way toward 
final artworks. 
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Richard painting the mural in Ruyang 
 
This “play” is central to de Certeau’s analysis of ecologically useful social 
activities. Drawing attention to the creative activities instigated by groups, 
like children, who “make use of or tinker about social space” (Conley 110), 
de Certeau writes that 
 
There are a thousand ways of playing with and against the 
other, that is the space instituted by others, and that 
characterize the subtle, tenacious, and resistant activity of 
those groups that, since they have nothing of their own, 
have to make do with what they have (de Certeau 1980, p. 
60). 
 
As a way of practicing ecology in the everyday, de Certeau’s ideas of play 
manifested in TWIG’s activities; the improvisatory nature of the project 
opened a space for play to take place, dislocating prescriptive ways of 
looking, dancing, drawing and conversing, and creating a space for learning 
open to all participants.  Importantly, the “social space” the workshops 
focused on expanded to include the common areas of the Ruyang village 
and the surrounding forest.  By planting trees in the village common, by 
creating dances in the forest and by installing a mural in a public location 
the children used shared spaces as places for creative activity.  Acting as 
stewards of the land through gardening, as interpreters of the forest flora 
through dancing, and as participants of village life through developing a 
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mural, these children practiced creative, playful and active relationships 
with their environment. 
 
 
TWIG mural in Ruyang village, designed by workshop children 
 
5. Conclusion: Improvising into Interconnectivity 
 
As a project aiming to illustrate interconnectivity and create experiential 
links between people and their environment, TWIG used improvisation to 
perform dance to strangers, to collaborate with children from different 
cultural backgrounds, and to create a common ground of play in which to 
explore notions of personal agency and ecological practice.  These efforts 
manifested in events created by and intended for a number of groups 
including schoolchildren in Poland, passersby in the Red Square, and the 
children and citizens of Ruyang village near Nanling National Forest Park 
in southern China.  In our methods of engaging these communities as 
collaborators and as audiences we worked to encourage individual 
perceptual abilities, personal agency and sensitivity toward the natural 
world.  Understanding ecology in terms of how it might be practiced, the 
TWIG Project suggests that work with communities in mutually 
exploratory creative projects can underscore our interconnectedness and 
contribute to evolving pathways for participation and action.  
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